
Finding Salvation in Christ
Essays on Christology and Soteriology  
in Honor of William P. Loewe

EDITED  BY 
Christopher D. Denny and 
Christopher McMahon

PICKWICK Publications    Eugene,  Oregon



FINDING SALVATION IN CHRIST
Essays on Christology and Soteriology in Honor of William P. Loewe

Copyright © 2011 Christopher D. Denny and Christopher McMahon. All rights 
reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical publications or reviews, no part 
of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission 
from the publisher. Write: Permissions, Wipf and Stock Publishers, 199 W. 8th 
Ave., Suite 3, Eugene, OR 97401.

Pickwick Publications
An Imprint of Wipf and Stock Publishers
199 W. 8th Ave., Suite 3
Eugene, OR 97401

www.wipfandstock.com

isbn 13: 978-1-60608-638-4

Scripture texts in this work are taken from the New American Bible with Revised 
New Testament and Revised Psalms © 1991, 1986, 1970 Confraternity of Christian 
Doctrine, Washington, D.C. and are used by permission of the copyright owner. 
All Rights Reserved. No part of the New American Bible may be reproduced in any 
form without permission in writing from the copyright owner.

Cataloging-in-Publication data:

Finding salvation in Christ : essays on Christology and soteriology in 
honor of William P. Loewe / edited by Christopher D. Denny and Christopher 
McMahon.

p. ; 23 cm. Includes bibliographical references.

isbn 13: 978-1-60608-638-4

1. Loewe, William P. 2. Salvation—Christianity—History of doctrines. 
3. Jesus Christ—History of doctrines. I. Denny, Christopher D. II. McMahon, 
Christopher.

bt203 f35 2011

Manufactured in the U.S.A.



v

Contents

Acknowledgments vii
List of Contributors ix

Introduction: William Loewe, Bernard Lonergan, and the Salvific 
Matrix (Christopher D. Denny) 1

PART 1: William Loewe and the Work of the Theologian
 1  Estote Firmi:  New York’s Local Church under Cardinal Spellman’s  
  Watch—Some Foundations for an Intellectual Journey  
  (Patrick J. Hayes) 21
 2  Jesus Founding the Church: A Perspective Drawing upon  
  Loewe and Lonergan (Dennis M. Doyle) 49

PART 2 : Soteriological Narratives in the Christian Tradition
 3  Schillebeeckx’s Phenomenology of Experience and Resurrection  
  Faith (Anthony J. Godzieba) 73
 4  Narrating Salvation: Historical Jesus Research and Soteriology  
  (Christopher McMahon) 107
 5  Injustice at Ephesus (Gerard S. Sloyan) 128
 6  Propter Nostram Salutem: The Cross and Our Salvation  
  (Thomas J. Schärtl) 143
 7  Anselm’s Cur Deus Homo? Genres of Language and the Narrative  
  of Salvation (Christopher D. Denny) 171



Contents

vi

PART 3 : Lonergan and Theological Method
 8  The Law of the Cross and Emergent Probability  
  (Cynthia S. W. Crysdale) 193
 9  Finding the Ground: Method, Universality and Ethical Discourse  
  (David M. Hammond) 215
 10  “Irrational Exuberance” at the Foot of the Cross: Redeeming the  
  Rhythms of Economic Life (Stephen L. Martin) 238

PART 4 : Finding Salvation in a Pluralistic World
 11  Woundedness and Redemption in the Feminine Body of Christ  
  (Kathleen A. McManus, OP) 265
 12  Marriage Practices and the Redemption of the World  
  (Jason E. King) 292
 13  Christ in the Many and Diverse Religions: An Interreligious  
  Christology (Peter C. Phan) 307

Epilogue: Continuing Conversations (William P. Loewe) 319



107

4
Narrating Salvation: Historical Jesus Research  
and Soteriology

CHRISTOPHER  MCMAHON 
SAINT  VINCENT  COLLEGE

Few issues have beset the modern theological community more per-
sistently than the debate concerning the theological relevance of the 
historical Jesus. Within the community of Roman Catholic theologians, 
the debate was epitomized by the positions David Tracy and Elizabeth 
Johnson articulated in the early 1980s. Yet, as historical Jesus research 
continued to proliferate in the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s, 
William Loewe revisited the debate in 2000 and concluded that the cur-
rent state of historical Jesus research, particularly the epistemological 
issues it raises, had essentially vindicated Tracy’s position against any 
normative claims. Appeals to the historical Jesus, however, continue 
unabated and have proliferated beyond the boundaries of the acad-
emy with a noticeable impact within the life of the church, particu-
larly through the agency of various media outlets (print media, film, 
and cyberspace).1 Amidst these developments, the attempts by John 

1. Some examples include Mel Gibson’s film The Passion of the Christ (Icon, 2004) 
as well as the series of books and films based on Dan Brown’s The DaVinci Code (New 
York: Anchor, 2003), all of which provoke the reader’s religious imagination with ap-
peals to the historical Jesus behind the Gospels and behind the Christian tradition. 
Even highly respected scholars like John Dominic Crossan have popularized their 
work with the conviction that reaching a more general and wider audience by tapping 
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Meier and N. T. Wright to “rethink” the historical Jesus have tended, 
in various ways, to highlight the import of historical Jesus research for 
the church as well as its inherent limitations. This essay explores the rel-
evance of historical Jesus research, particularly as evidenced by Meier 
and Wright, when understood not as a purely historical project, but 
as an act of theological narration and proclamation constitutive of the 
church’s evangelical and redemptive mission in a historically conscious 
world. The act of narrating, whether it takes the form of precritical ex-
hortation or the form of a methodologically rigorous “quest,” represents 
the perennial desire to enflesh the claims of the gospel in contemporary 
living, and it cannot be domesticated by the academy or confined to 
narrow questions of fact. Rather, narrating the historical Jesus remains 
inevitably elusive and conflicted, though it is still a powerful dimension 
of the church’s mission.

Revisiting a Perennial Debate

The 1980s saw the rebirth of historical Jesus research. Although it is de-
batable to what extent this rebirth may actually be called a “third quest,” 
renewed interest in the quest for the historical Jesus was spurred by the 
emergence of the Jesus Seminar and by projects such as E. P. Sanders’s 
book Jesus and Judaism.2 Roughly concurrent with these developments 
was the publication of the provocative essay from Elizabeth Johnson, 
“The Theological Relevance of the Historical Jesus: A Debate and a 
Thesis,” which sets forth what might be fairly called a “liberationist” po-
sition on historical Jesus research.3 Arguing against the position made 

their imagination is essential to the success of their projects; see, Crossan, Who Is 
Jesus?: Answers to Your Questions about the Historical Jesus (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1999).

2. See E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).
3. See Elizabeth Johnson, “The Theological Relevance of the Historical Jesus: A 

Debate and a Thesis,” Thomist 48/1 (January 1984) 1–43. While Johnson’s position has 
developed in the past twenty-five years, the basic outline of the liberationist position 
on the theological relevance of the historical Jesus set forth in this essay is still influen-
tial. It is a “liberationist position” insofar as it uses the results of historical research in 
the service of a hermeneutics of suspicion, identifying and critiquing elements of the 
Christian tradition that obscure the liberating power of the Jesus story. Furthermore, 
historical research also provides for a hermeneutics of retrieval, reshaping or resym-
bolizing the tradition as a force for the liberation of the marginalized and powerless. 
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famous by Rudolf Bultmann and reiterated, although from a far more 
Catholic perspective, by David Tracy, Johnson insisted that a critically 
assured minimum of knowledge about the historical Jesus can be ob-
tained through historical research. This basic knowledge can then be 
cast into a particular interpretive mold or framework, which can then 
yield multiple Christologies given the particular sets of concerns or lo-
cations of the theologian. Johnson goes on in her essay to emphasize the 
theological necessity of the historical Jesus as the “memory image” by 
which the church and the tradition have always referred to a prior reali-
ty.4 As such, even though the historical Jesus is the product of modern 
historical research, it still functions as the symbol that mediates the re-
ality of God’s saving activity. In this way, Johnson contends that a sketch 
of the historical Jesus can provide necessary content for Christian faith 
and can also be used to test competing representations of Jesus.

In the pages of Theological Studies, William Loewe revisited and 
updated the parameters of the Tracy-Johnson debate concerning the 
theological relevance of historical Jesus research and challenged those 
who would argue for the normative value of the products of histori-
cal research.5 Loewe concluded that the recent emphasis on historical 
Jesus studies in contemporary Christology has significant limits, and 
among the most important of these is the provisional character of 
such research.6 After all, the affirmations (or negations for that mat-
ter) of historians and biblical scholars in one decade may have to be 

The position of David Tracy can be found in The Analogical Imagination (New York: 
Crossroad, 1981), 233–41. Like Tracy, Loewe himself has been a staunch defender of 
liberationist theologies, though from a more Lonerganian perspective. Of particular 
interest is Loewe’s essay “Dialectics of Sin: Lonergan’s Insight and the Critical Theory 
of Max Horkheimer,” Anglican Theological Review 61 (1979) 224–45; and “Interpreting 
the Notification,” in Hope and Solidarity: Jon Sobrino’s Challenge to Christian Theology, 
ed. Stephen Pope (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2008) 143–52.

4. Johnson develops the notion of “memory image” from Van A. Harvey, The 
Historian and the Believer: The Morality of Historical Knowledge and Christian Belief 
(New York: Macmillan, 1966) 264–81.

5. See William P. Loewe, “From the Humanity of Christ to the Historical Jesus,” 
Theological Studies 61/2 (June 2000) 314–31. It should be noted that Loewe’s essay was 
originally titled “From the Humanity of Christ to the Historical Jesus: The Limits of 
the Paradigm Shift.” The essay was a response to John Galvin, “From the Humanity of 
Christ to the Jesus of History: A Paradigm Shift in Catholic Christology,” Theological 
Studies 55/2 (June 1994) 252–73.

6. See Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology (New York: Seabury, 1972) 185–96.
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revised significantly in the next. Additionally, there seems to be less 
and less consensus among scholars concerning what one can affirm of 
the historical Jesus. This lack of consensus among scholars, therefore, 
challenges the assumption that there is one established account of the 
historical Jesus, or even that there is agreement among scholars on a 
minimal sketch of the historical Jesus. The current state of historical 
Jesus research, therefore, compromises any claim of historical Jesus 
research as normative for the discipline of Christology or for Christian 
faith in general.

Loewe, however, does not dismiss the theological import of his-
torical Jesus research. In fact, he affirms that such research has played 
an important role in recent years. In the first place, Loewe argues, his-
torical Jesus research has played an important role in overcoming the 
abstract metaphysical discussions of the human nature of Jesus com-
mon within Roman Catholic Christologies.7 Secondly, historical Jesus 
research has provided an important theological resource by helping to 
sketch a historical and genetic account of the christological tradition 
itself. In other words, by enabling one to get a sense of Jesus as a histori-
cal figure, and how he interacted with the world of the first century and 
came to challenge it, one gains a better understanding of the dynamics 
of his ministry and more fully understands why and how the earliest 
Christians came to believe that this human being, Jesus, was God’s own 
perfect self-expression in the world, conquering sin and evil. Loewe 
thus frames the discussion of the theological relevance of historical 
Jesus research by siding, to a large degree, with the position of David 
Tracy.

A recent essay by Anthony Godzieba, however, has complicated 
the question of the theological relevance of the historical Jesus by ques-
tioning the notion that the historical Jesus is a purely modern construct. 
In his essay, Godzieba draws out the similarities that exist between the 
critical “quests” for the historical Jesus and the precritical readings of 

7. Loewe notes the seminal contribution of Edward Schillebeeckx, Jesus: An 
Experiment in Christology, trans. Hubert Hoskins (New York: Seabury, 1979); see 
Loewe, “From the Humanity of Christ to the Historical Jesus,” 315n3. For an example 
of the old style of dogmatic Christology, see Ludwig Ott, Fundamentals of Catholic 
Dogma (Cork: Mercier, 1963) 125–74; see also Galvin, “From the Humanity of Christ 
to the Jesus of History,” 252.
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the Gospels in which the “historical life of Jesus” was often used as a 
criterion for critique and reform of the Christian church.8

Godzieba examines two exemplary medieval texts to support his 
thesis, Jacobus de Voragine’s Legenda Aurea and Ludolf of Saxony’s 
Vita Jesu Christi. He discerns within these precritical accounts of the 
life of Jesus consistent attempts to identify trustworthy sources and 
to dismiss fanciful or unreliable sources, much in the same way Luke 
justifies his work in the opening lines of his Gospel. These precritical 
authors adopted the rhetoric of historical veracity in an effort to ground 
Christology in what they regarded as the actual events of Jesus’ life. 
In the case of both authors discussed by Godzieba, the imitation of 
the details of Christ’s life provided the unique means to salvation and, 
therefore, a corresponding effort to offer a more detailed and reliable 
account of the events reported in the Gospels became a soteriological 
imperative rather than a curiosity of sequestered academics. As such, 
the detailed account of how Christ suffered in the face of persecution 
and the way Christ related to his troubled disciples in the boat dur-
ing the storm (Matthew 8:23–27) provide each of the medieval authors 
Godzieba examines the opportunity to exhort Christians to imitate 
Christ in their own lives more perfectly.

Godzieba argues that these precritical readings of the historical 
Jesus are in line with the critical work of modern and contemporary 
scholars like Hermann Samuel Reimarus, Robert Funk, and even John 
Meier, each of whom admits that his historical research carries within 
it the power to chasten or correct various distortions of the tradition. 
These modern scholars perform this task, however, without emphasiz-
ing the religiously redemptive value of the imitatio Christi, a prominent 
feature of the medieval spirituality cultivated by Francis of Assisi and by 
members of the Franciscan order such as Ludolf.

Godzieba concludes that one must recognize what he calls the 
“criteriological” function of the historical life of Jesus as a non-negotia-
ble element of the tradition (i.e., the historical life of Jesus is used as a 
criterion of critique and reform) regardless of how the term “historical” 
might be construed. Such recognition, he suggests, should help con-
temporary theologians more accurately reassess the value of precritical 

8. See Anthony J. Godzieba, “From ‘Vita Christi’ to ‘Marginal Jew’: The Life of Jesus 
as Criterion of Reform in Pre-Critical and Post-Critical Quests,” Louvain Studies 32 
(2007) 111–33.
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Christology.9 Godzieba also provocatively concludes, however, that the 
medieval writers more accurately grasp the truth about Jesus because 
they uniquely stress the priority of practice, the imitatio Christi. Such 
imitation may be termed “kerygmatic” since it represents a response to 
the demands of the gospel and the need to enflesh the salvation made 
available in Christ. This project is not the domain of the isolated indi-
vidual; rather, imitation requires the participation and resources of the 
church and its tradition.

Godzieba’s insight may help to further nuance the debate, neatly 
framed by Loewe, by suggesting that the quest for the historical Jesus 
is less novel than many might assume, even if “the quest for the his-
torical Jesus” is also a modern construct. For his part, Loewe rightly 
moves away from Elizabeth Johnson’s account of the historical Jesus as 
the norm for contemporary Christology given, among other factors, 
the limitations inherent in historical research. Yet Godzieba’s claims, 
regarding the continuity between the contemporary quests for the 
historical Jesus on the one hand, and the manner in which historical 
memory (i.e., the memory of past events) operated within precritical 
Christologies on the other hand, actually bolster Johnson’s notion of 
the historical Jesus as the contemporary form of the church’s “memory 
image” of him. Loewe’s statement regarding the limitations of historical 
Jesus research in theology remains well founded, so long as one does 
not ignore the criteriological role of the historical life of Jesus, for there 
is something operative in the construction of the historical Jesus that 
ties it to the church’s kerygmatic tradition and the concrete exercise of 
discipleship in the world. Thus, the actual life of Jesus remains at the 
heart of the church’s proclamation and its redemptive work, whether 
it is approached methodologically as in modern historical research or 
approached as something else within precritical Christologies. The cri-
teriological function and ecclesial-kerygmatic dimensions of historical 
Jesus research are even operative within the work of two of the most 
prominent and critical contemporary historical Jesus scholars.

9. See ibid., 132. See also Clive Marsh, “Why the Quest for Jesus Can Never Only be 
Historical: Explorations in Cultural Christology,” Louvain Studies 32 (2007) 164–81, 
for a discussion of the role of the historical Jesus within contemporary depictions of 
Jesus. Marsh argues that the narrative of Jesus, however it is construed, represents an 
effort to interpret Jesus and to persuade an audience.
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Meier and Wright and the Practice of Historical Jesus Research

Among those who have embarked on the quest for the historical Jesus, 
two stand out for the rigor of their methodological commitments and 
the force of their arguments. Both John P. Meier and N. T. Wright have 
attempted to “rethink” the historical Jesus in an effort to overcome the 
weaknesses that caused earlier attempts to falter.10 Yet their approaches 
to the methodological issues and their performance of historical Jesus 
research differ markedly. Meier may perhaps be identified with Tracy’s 
position on the historical Jesus insofar as Meier seems to be concerned 
about the manner in which popularized scholarship has distorted and 
misused historical Jesus research, freighting it with non-historical ele-
ments and making it normative among the guild of theologians. Meier, 
however, fails to take account of the epistemological issues involved in 
both historical investigation and in theology, issues that anchor Tracy’s 
position by, among other things, distinguishing a variety of interrelated 
yet distinct questions the answers to which ultimately require distinct 
functional specialties within theology.11 Although Wright shares Meier’s 
concerns about both the popular and the academic distortion of histor-
ical Jesus research, Wright believes that historical Jesus research holds 
out promise for the revitalization of Christian discipleship. This belief 
then aligns closely with Johnson’s position, and it echoes Godzieba’s 
point about the criteriological function of the historical Jesus. Even 
though Meier and Wright differ so markedly in some respects, their 
respective performances of historical Jesus research suggests they are 
both keenly aware that their efforts have discernible and powerful im-
plications for theology and for the life of the church.

Meier insists throughout his meticulously researched volumes 
that whether one affirms or denies the historicity of a particular epi-
sode recorded in the Gospels, one must account for that judgment. In 
other words, one must know precisely why the particular judgment is 

10. See John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, 4 vols., 
Anchor/Yale Bible Reference Library (New York: Doubleday, 1991–2009) [hereafter 
abbreviated as AMJ]; Nicholas T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, 
Christian Origins and the Question of God 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992) [hereafter 
NTPG]; idem, Jesus and the Victory of God Christian Origins and the Question of God 
2 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996) [hereafter JVG].

11. For an overview of functional specialties in theology see Lonergan, Method in 
Theology, 125–45.
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made. Historical inquiry proceeds by means of a rigorous and com-
monly accepted methodology and finds confirmation in the emergence 
of a consensus among historians irrespective of their personal religious 
commitments. Using the analogy of a papal conclave, Meier suggests 
that historical Jesus research is akin to locking a group of diverse his-
torians in the basement of the Harvard Divinity School library and 
forcing them to come up with a consensus document on the historical 
Jesus.12 Obviously, no individual scholar would get what she wanted; 
the document, therefore, would contain only a fairly pale profile of 
Jesus’ ministry and death. Meier characterizes this profile as a compi-
lation of various pieces of an inherently incomplete puzzle, one that 
falls far short of the “real” historical human being. As a hypothetical 
reconstruction, Meier’s academic sketch of the historical Jesus is not 
the object of Christian faith, though it does serve as a restraint against 
flights of theological fancy and preserves the autonomy of the historian 
(or the historical-critical exegete) against the encroachment of theol-
ogy, or ideology. In trying to clarify and distinguish theology from his-
torical reconstruction, Meier has highlighted the epistemological issues 
inherent in the discussion of the historical Jesus. Many, including N. T. 
Wright, have suggested that Meier does this without carefully consider-
ing the implications for his own project.

One of Wright’s favorite sources for the methodological discussion 
of historical Jesus research is the late Ben Meyer, who took exception 
to John Meier’s characterization of the historical Jesus as a “modern ab-
straction” and a “hypothetical reconstruction” because of its propensity 
to underwrite neo-Kantian idealism.13 For Ben Meyer, true judgments 
about the historical Jesus affirm something real about Jesus, and these 
affirmations are not mere “abstractions.” Wright and Meyer are both 
joined by Roch Kereszty in rejecting Meier’s repudiation of the histo-
rian’s subjectivity as the necessary precondition for authentic historical 
inquiry.14 Meier’s use of the scholarly conclave image seems to under-

12. See Meier, AMJ 1:1–2.
13. See Ben F. Meyer, “The Relevance of Horizon,” Downside Review 112 (1994) 

1–15. Others have followed in this line of criticism including Tony Kelly, “The 
Historical Jesus and Human Subjectivity: A Response to John Meier,” Pacifica 4 (1991) 
202–28; Wright, JVG, 54–55; NTPG, 34–35, among others.

14. See Roch Kereszty, “Historical Research, Theological Inquiry, and the Reality 
of Jesus: Reflections on the Method of J. P. Meier,” Communio 19 (Winter 1992) 576–
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write a naïve realist epistemology—the act of knowing is akin to the act 
of seeing—where the subjectivity of the knower remains an obstacle 
rather than the precondition for knowledge.15 Other lines of criticism 
suggest that Meier has succumbed to the naturalism endemic to the 
Enlightenment and its own metaphysical presuppositions.16 Although 
Meier remains wedded to a methodology that sounds rather like the 
“scissors and paste” history derided by R. G. Collingwood, Meier’s per-
formance as a historian belies his formal statements on method.17 His 
results exceed the methodology and confirm some of the critiques just 
mentioned: (1) the historical Jesus is more than an abstraction or an 
idea, and (2) the location, commitments, and context (i.e., the subjec-
tivity) of the historian are crucial to the historian’s project.

Meier’s characterization of the historical Jesus as a pale sketch, a 
“hypothetical reconstruction,” is contravened at several key points in 
his presentation. Perhaps the most obvious example is Meier’s very 
fine discussion of the message of Jesus in volume 2 of A Marginal Jew, 
where Luke Timothy Johnson identified Meier’s “creeping certitude” 
about his reconstruction of Jesus.18 Meier situates himself into the very 
mind of Jesus in order to discern the origin and meaning of Jesus’ mes-
sage. Meier does this by consistently appealing to his primary criteria 
of historicity, especially the criterion of multiple attestations of forms 
and sources. Yet, while the criteria help to isolate data (i.e., the image 
of God’s kingdom in the words and practices of Jesus), the meaning of 
this data is not entirely clear. Meier pulls together the available data in 
order to discern its meaning, and thereby reconstructs the myth that 

600. In addition to the reviews mentioned above, see Larry W. Hurtado, “A Taxonomy 
of Recent Historical Jesus Research,” in Whose Historical Jesus? ed. William E. Arnal 
and Michel Desjardins, Studies in Christianity and Judaism 7 (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 1997) 281–83.

15. Meier has leveled the charge of “rampant subjectivism” in response to such crit-
icism from Lonerganians such as Ben Meyer. See Meier, “A Marginal Jew—Retrospect 
and Prospect,” Archbishop Gerety Lecture at Seton Hall University, February 18, 1993, 
p. 4, available online at http://www.shu.edu/academics/theology/upload/marginal 
-jew.pdf.

16. For example, see William Lane Craig, “‘Noli Me Tangere’: Why John Meier 
Won’t Touch the Risen Lord,” Heythrop Journal 50/1 (January 2009) 91–97.

17. See Robin G. Collingwood, The Idea of History, rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1994) 257–61.

18. Luke Timothy Johnson, “Testing the Gospel Story: What We Know about Jesus 
and How We Know It,” Commonweal (November 18, 1994) 33–35.
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informed the ministry of Jesus and even Jesus’ own understanding and 
utilization of that myth.19 And it is on the basis of this understanding 
that Meier interprets and argues for the basic historicity of the miracle 
tradition as well. Meier’s concluding statements on this aspect of the 
historical Jesus are telling.

Jesus not only presented himself as the Elijah-like miracle-
worker who made the future kingdom already effective and pal-
pable for his followers, but at the same time presented himself 
as a teacher who could tell the Israelites how to observe the Law 
of Moses. . . . The stance of this eschatological prophet, herald of 
the future-yet present kingdom, and Elijah-like miracle worker 
to the Mosaic Law, . . . will make all the more pressing the cen-
tral question: Who does this man think he is?20

Meier does not limit his practice to the mechanical application of 
criteria to sources. Rather, he reconstructs the narrative world of Jesus 
by sympathetically and intelligently extending himself into the world 
of first-century Palestine in an effort to better understand the words 
and deeds of Jesus that might be culled from the canonical Gospels. In 
all of this, Meier’s intelligence, experience, and commitments (i.e., his 
subjectivity) play an indispensible role in his work as a historian. For 
Meier, the christological question hovers like a specter in the selection 
and interpretation of the data he presents in the form of a historical 
narrative, even while he continues to insist that the criteria are doing 
all the work and the results he offers are nothing more than a pale and 
hypothetical sketch of Jesus. But Meier’s pale sketch has more robust 
sinews, more tissue, than he is willing to concede in his methodological 
discussions.

Meier’s comparison of the historical Jesus to Frankenstein’s 
monster is instructive and somewhat ironic.21 Meier evokes the liter-
ary image of a monster assembled from the limbs of various corpses 
in order to convey to the reader the severe limitations of historical re-
search which proceeds in piecemeal fashion. Additionally, the image 

19. See Meier, AMJ 2:241, 252.
20. Meier, AMJ 2:1046.
21. See Meier, Christ and His Mission: Essays in Christology and Ecclesiology, 

Good News Studies 30 (Wilmington, DE: M. Glazer, 1990) 34; see also Christopher 
McMahon, “The Historical Jesus and Frankenstein’s Monster: The Historical Jesus 
According to John Meier,” New Blackfriars 83/981 (November 2002) 505–13.
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of Frankenstein’s monster also pokes fun at those historians who, as 
George Tyrell observed over a century ago, attempt to create the histori-
cal Jesus in their own image and likeness.22 The image of Frankenstein’s 
monster is ironic because, in the original novel, Mary Shelley famously 
avoids describing the “secret” of animation that brings the assembled 
pieces to life. In fact, Victor Frankenstein refuses to disclose the secret 
to his trusted associate, Walton, because it was thought that this secret 
would surely corrupt whoever possessed it.23 As Meier constructs the 
historical Jesus and occasionally discerns the “Gestalt” of Jesus’ life and 
ministry, he paints a convincing and lively portrait of Jesus. Yet, the 
portrait exceeds the limitations of the criteria he employs with such 
rigor. The secret of life behind Meier’s historical Jesus is the result of 
Meier’s own commitment to historical investigation and the disciplined 
extension of himself into the world of Jesus—the world of first-century 
Palestinian Judaism. Meier’s Jesus is hardly an abstraction. Moreover, 
the judgments Meier makes in constructing his portrait of the historical 
Jesus are offered up as a corrective to various distortions of the historical 
Jesus—particularly distortions that are viewed by Meier as contribut-
ing to the distortion of theology and history within the church and the 
academy. As such, Meier’s project, though subject to some criticism for 
its methodological assumptions, stands as a powerful example of the 
complexities and the theological character of historical Jesus research 
even as it also points to its criteriological function.

In contrast to Meier, N. T. Wright has taken a position similar to 
that of Elizabeth Johnson and other liberationist theologians on his-
torical Jesus research, which ostensibly subverts its critical character 
by insisting, through his adaptation of a critical realist and narrative 
epistemology, that such research is essential and even quasi-normative 
for Christian theological reflection.24 While Wright refuses to tether 

22. See George Tyrrell, Christianity at the Crossroads (London: Longmans, Green, 
1909; repr. 1963) 49.

23. See Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993) chap. 
4.

24. Wright distinguishes between history as an event (history-E) and history as 
a written account of events (history-W). He argues that theology must not “conform 
to every last hypothetical reconstruction (‘history-W’), an impossible task in any 
case. Rather, as historians approximate to ‘history-E’, that history itself—Jesus him-
self, in other words, as a figure of ‘history-E’ and not simply of the historians’ ap-
proximations—confronts, disturbs and beckons us in new ways” (Wright, “In Grateful 
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Christian theology to discrete historical judgments of fact, he nonethe-
less expresses a fundamental commitment to the historical character of 
Christian faith. For Wright, to the extent that history makes true judg-
ments about what actually happened, Christian faith must bow towards 
the claims of history. In other words, historians make claims about 
reality, and to the extent that these claims are true theologians must 
take account, or else risk losing the ability to make any truth claims 
whatsoever.

[H]istory and theology function well together; in fact they are 
distorted when one functions without the other. History, then, 
prevents faith from becoming fantasy. Faith prevents history 
from becoming mere antiquarianism. Historical research, be-
ing always provisional, cannot ultimately veto faith, though it 
can pose hard questions that faith, in order to retain its integrity 
precisely as Christian faith, must struggle to answer, and may 
well grow strong through answering. Faith, being subject to the 
vagaries of personality and culture, cannot veto the historical 
enterprise . . . but it can put hard questions to history, not least 
on the large topic of the origins of Christianity, and history may 
be all the better for trying to answer them.25

Wright seems to privilege the process of historical investigation, 
while maintaining a degree of caution about the capacity of discrete 
historical judgments to “veto” Christian faith. His narrative approach 
to history and human knowledge in general may have shortcomings, 
but this move allows him to overcome naïve historical positivism while 
at the same time avoiding the temptation of reducing Christian faith to 
“what it means for me.”26 Wright’s focus on narrative and community is 
becoming more influential among many evangelical and neo-orthodox 
theologians who seek to emphasize the centrality of tradition and com-
munity in human living and knowing, thus placing the artifacts of the 
tradition and the community’s interpretation of them at the center of 
any historical reconstruction of those communities and the worldviews 

Dialogue,” in Jesus and the Restoration of Israel: A Critical Assessment of N. T. Wright’s 
“Jesus and the Victory of God”, ed. Carey Newman (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1999) 251. 

25. Wright, “Knowing Jesus: Faith and History,” in Marcus Borg and N. T. Wright, 
The Meaning of Jesus (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1999) 26–27.

26. Wright, JVG, 661.
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that sustained them. It is in the reconstruction of these narrative world-
views, however, that Wright has suffered his most persistent criticisms.

Many scholars have criticized Wright for his distortion of both 
the early Jewish and the early Christian worldviews and the narratives 
that inform those worldviews through his use of large-scale hypotheses 
that attempt to fit the data into a larger explanatory framework.27 For 
Wright, the full story of Jesus (what he calls the “inside” of the Jesus 
event) comes to be known through the tradition he generated—the 
church.28 Wright’s concern for coherence, however, is seen by some as 
a covert attempt to allow Christian doctrine to control Wright’s recon-
struction of the historical Jesus, a charge that is echoed among many of 
John Meier’s critics as well.29 Wright’s performance as a historian has 
left many critics with the impression that Wright’s conclusions, while 
not simply a repackaging of traditional Christian dogma, nonetheless 
are comforting for mainline Christianity. Such criticisms, however, 
thinly mask the subversive, even iconoclastic, presuppositions of mod-
ern historical Jesus research, even when it is employed in the defense of 
an “orthodox” theology.

In their performance of historical Jesus research, both Meier and 
Wright understand that there is something more to the historical Jesus 
than just assembling a set of historical facts. Meier intimates as much 
in his careful and almost restricted methodology and in his suggestion 
that historical Jesus research can serve as a “restraint” against flights of 
fancy. Wright, on the other hand, makes the connection between the-
ology and history the explicit centerpiece of his project, even though 
many critics think that some of the historical judgments he expresses 
are overstated. Whether their work on the historical Jesus is performa-
tively overstated or methodologically understated, Meier and Wright 
appear to be in substantial agreement: there is something at stake in 

27. See Wright, NTPG, 100.
28. See Wright, NTPG, 117; JVG, 132.
29. See, e.g., Clive Marsh, “Theological History? N. T. Wright’s Jesus and the Victory 

of God,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 69 (1998) 77–94; and in a more 
sympathetic direction see Tim Stafford, “N. T. Wright: Making Scholarship a Tool for 
the Church,” Christianity Today 43/2 (February 8, 1999) 42–46. The charge against 
Meier has been less forthrightly stated, but it is mentioned by Mark Allan Powell (Jesus 
as a Figure in History: How Modern Historians View the Man from Galilee [Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1998] 145) and implied in the methodological critiques men-
tioned above by Luke Timothy Johnson, Tony Kelly, and Roch Kereszty.



Finding Salvation in Christ Part 2

120

their research, something that lays claim to the church’s understand-
ing and proclamation of the gospel. While the goal of establishing 
“what actually happened (wie es eigentlich gewesen)” remains the cen-
terpiece of their respective efforts, and efforts of even the precritical 
work discussed by Godzieba, the quest for the historical Jesus is always 
someone’s quest. Loewe has made the implications of this matter of fact 
pivotal for those who would make historical Jesus research normative 
for Christology. Moreover, the contemporary quest for the historical 
Jesus has been the occasion for debate rather than consensus, with the 
results of the research often proving ambiguous and unwieldy. How 
might these two conclusions inform an understanding of the theologi-
cal relevance of historical Jesus research in light of Godzieba’s claims 
regarding the criteriological function it has played in both precritical 
and modern Christologies?

Narrating Salvation

The Gospel of Luke begins with a literary preface in which the author 
makes a claim concerning the reliability and “orderliness” of the narra-
tive that follows in comparison to other attempts to narrate “the things 
that have been fulfilled.”30 Thus, at the very heart of the Christian tradi-
tion, there stands an explicit attempt to construct a narrative of Jesus 
and his saving work that is grounded in some form of historical recon-

30. See Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke, Anchor Bible 1 (New York: 
Doubleday, 1981) 287–99, for a discussion of the details of Luke’s prologue. Of par-
ticular interest is the use of the Greek word dih/ghsij (“narrative”) in 1:1 (i.e., “Since 
many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things which have been accom-
plished among us,” RSV). In 1:2 Luke contends that his narrative is based on the testi-
mony of the “eyewitnesses” (oi9 au0to/ptai) and ministers of the word; see Joel Green, 
The Gospel of Luke, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids Eerdmans, 1997) 40–41. The testimony of these eyewitnesses then provides 
the basis for Luke’s claim to write an orderly account of the events of Jesus’ life and 
ministry (eu1doce ka)moi/ . . . kaqech/j soi gra/yai). This orderly account will provide 
Theophilus with assurance (a0sfa/leia) that is perhaps both historical (e.g., François 
Bovon, Luke: A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 1:1—9:50, Hermenia [Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2002]) as well as logical and rhetorical (see Rick Strela, “A Note on a0sfa/leia 
[Luke 1:4],” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 30/2 [December 2007] 163–71). 
For a full study of the rhetorical dimensions of Luke’s historical narrative, see Clare K. 
Rothschild, Luke-Acts and the Rhetoric of History: An Investigation of Early Christian 
Historiography (Tübingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 2004).
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struction, and this reconstruction functions as a criterion of Christian 
living. Yet, the attempt to narrate (proclaim) the life of Jesus has taken 
many forms. The canonical Gospels have been paralleled throughout 
history by other narratives, and these narratives have been alternately 
complimentary and expansive, spiritual and mundane, heterodox and 
orthodox. As Godzieba has noted, appeals to the historical life of Jesus 
have exercised a criteriological function within the Christian commu-
nity from the very earliest days. As the church continually struggles 
to articulate the saving significance of Christ to the world, it does so 
through the construction of narratives—narratives that credibly con-
nected the story of Jesus with the experience of sin and the need for 
redemption. Even the question of the historical Jesus raises questions as 
to the adequacy of the tradition, the canonical Gospels, and the faith-
fulness of the church’s witness. As seen above, John Meier and N. T. 
Wright (as well as countless other critical and precritical “questers” over 
the centuries) have pursued historical Jesus research in order to exer-
cise influence over the Christian tradition through the construction of 
a saving narrative—one that overcomes the perceived shortcomings 
of previous “quests” and the flourishing of inadequate methodologies 
within the academy itself.

Increasingly, historical consciousness and a media-driven obses-
sion with novelty have created a culture in which the academic recon-
struction of the historical Jesus is made suspect in the eyes of the general 
population. Popularized accounts of Jesus, understood and accepted as 
the historical Jesus, even when they lack the historical rigor commonly 
recognized within the academy, have been highly influential within 
both the Christian church and the general population. Mel Gibson’s 
film The Passion of the Christ and the narrative of Jesus that stands be-
hind Dan Brown’s books (which have helped fuel the popularity of “al-
ternative” gospels) stand out as the most financially lucrative examples 
of this phenomenon. While such popularized accounts often bastardize 
both critical history and the Christian tradition, they nonetheless dem-
onstrate both the criteriological function of historical reconstructions 
of the life of Jesus as well as the fluidity of such reconstructions.

The creations of Gibson and Brown are fine examples of the cri-
teriological function of popularized accounts of the historical Jesus. 
While Gibson’s oeuvre seems to reflect a conservative and pious reli-
gious sentiment, it also reflects a high degree of creativity—the direc-
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tor was obviously unobstructed in the film’s production. For example, 
consider the ostensible historicity of the film. Through its use of ancient 
languages, its graphic depiction of the violence inherent in Roman 
executions, and the vivid portrayal of the disciples’ despair, the film 
provoked extreme reactions in audiences worldwide—including the 
reported reaction of John Paul II (“It is as it was”). This type of reac-
tion, echoed in the words of other Christian leaders, has given the film 
unique currency within contemporary culture.31 Gibson’s film gave its 
audience a sense of witnessing the execution of Jesus, but not as mere 
spectators; rather, the film was designed to function as a proclamation, 
a summons to conversion and a life of penance and thanksgiving. It did 
not matter that the film relied more on the writings of a nineteenth cen-
tury mystic (Anne Catherine Emmerich) than on the work of historical 
scholars or even the canonical Gospels themselves.32 The film retained 
a certain historical plausibility that went behind the Gospels, and that 
is where the film gained its power over its audience.

The Dan Brown phenomenon has taken the popularization of the 
historical Jesus in the opposite direction. Even though he works as a 
writer of fiction, he also incorporates pieces of legitimate historical 
research with his imagination as a writer and adds a sharp polemical 
edge to the story. In all of this, Brown seeks to play with his audience 
as he displays just enough historical plausibility to capture them with 
his narrative. Like Robert Funk and many other historical Jesus schol-
ars, Brown takes as his starting point modernity’s suspicion of religious 
authority and uses it to his advantage. For Brown, there is a Jesus be-
hind the gospel that the church wants to hide in order to perpetuate its 

31. See John Allen, “The Word from Rome,” National Catholic Reporter 3/17 
(December 19, 2003), online: http://nationalcatholicreporter.org/word/pfw121903.
htm.

32. Among the many notable reviews of the film are those by Paula Fredriksen. 
She had been part of a group of advisors who read and commented on the film script 
and responded to the filmmakers regarding the historicity of the film and the theo-
logical issues raised by the film, including the film’s alleged anti-Semitism. See Paula 
Fredriksen, “Mad Mel: The Gospel According to Gibson,” The New Republic, July 28 
and August 4, 2003, 25–29; and “Gospel Truths: Hollywood, History, and Christianity,” 
in Perspectives on ‘The Passion of the Christ’: Religious Thinkers and Writers Explore the 
Issues Raised by the Controversial Movie, rev. ed., ed. Paula Fredriksen,  (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005) 31–48.
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deceptions, and by exposing this Jesus people are freed from a blind 
allegiance to a dysfunctional and dangerous faith.

The popularization of non-academic and dubious appeals to the 
historical Jesus is maddening to both historical Jesus scholars and to 
theologians alike. Many are tempted to simply dismiss or ignore the 
phenomenon. Rather than despising or dismissing these popularized 
fictions, however, Clive Marsh argues that such popularized recon-
structions help to remind us that Jesus, even the historical Jesus, does 
not belong to the academy, or to anyone else for that matter, and cannot 
be controlled.33 After all, the academics in John Meier’s hypothetical 
historical Jesus conclave in the bowels of the Harvard Divinity School 
library may reach a consensus among themselves, but that consensus 
is not universal. The consensus developed among this select group of 
historians reflects the merging of perspectives (or horizons) made pos-
sible by a shared objective. But, in keeping with Meier’s metaphor, we 
might add that others have bypassed (or escaped) the Harvard library 
(Gibson, Brown, and others), and their accounts of Jesus are imme-
diately disseminated via electronic media of every kind. The effort to 
control the historical reconstruction of Jesus is doomed to failure, as 
Loewe and others have noted. Even the meticulous and balanced efforts 
of John Meier fail to generate any consensus among historians, despite 
the fact that this is the defining aspect of his methodology. Those who 
would despair and forsake historical Jesus research, however, need to 
come to terms with the de facto role played by reconstructions of the 
historical Jesus (or, “the actual life of Jesus” in precritical Christologies) 
in the history of the church and within contemporary culture. For 
although these reconstructions have never generated consensus, they 
remain a concern for theologians even as they proliferate in a variety of 
forms within contemporary culture. What is required is a way forward 
amidst the seemingly endless competing and contradictory narratives 
(some historical and others fictitious) with which we are beset.

While tempting to many academicians, the way forward cannot 
rest in the differentiation between history and fiction. While the two are 
certainly different, their differentiation must also acknowledge some 
basic similarities as well. In fact, Hayden White and Frank Kermode fa-
mously argued that there is, in some examples of historical writing and 

33. See Clive Marsh, “Why the Quest for Jesus Can Never Only Be Historical,” 169.
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fiction, little or no difference.34 But history has always been understood 
to represent the effort to determine “what actually happened,” and thus 
to narrate a story, and yet this narration of discrete events requires the 
creativity, imagination, and intelligence of the historian. When the 
historical data are contested, how much more like fiction does history 
become? The academic discipline of history must, however, be afforded 
its due, and the goal of determining “what actually happened,” though 
it remains a somewhat asymptotic goal, demands rigorous attention. 
Yet, as Benedict XVI suggests in his book Jesus of Nazareth, “we can 
never go beyond the domain of hypothesis, because we simply cannot 
bring the past into the present.”35 The end result is always some integra-
tion of the past, as understood with the present and the future, and this 
result requires an assessment that goes beyond the mere identification 
of genre.

Lonergan’s account of the functional specialties provides a way 
forward here. In essence, what is required is a move to incorporate more 
explicitly what Lonergan called dialectics and foundations into any ac-
count of history and its role in narrating the saving story of Jesus. In 
his reading of Irenaeus’ Adversus Haereses, William Loewe made good 
use of Lonergan’s notion of dialectics, foundations, and soteriology to 
understand and appropriate Irenaeus’s mythic narrative. Although the 
narrative was, in so many ways, controlled by the anti-Gnostic polemics 
of his time, Irenaeus’s narrative remains valuable and a truthful account 
of God’s saving work, so long as the genre of writing is mitigated by 
more foundational questions, which Loewe identifies as follows: “What 
values are mediated by acceptance of [story x] as the true story of God 
and humanity? What commitments shape the world in which his story 
invites us to dwell? That is, how does acceptance in faith render [story 
x] a saving story?”36

34. See Hayden White, “The Historical Text as Literary Artifact,” Clio 3/3 (June 
1974) 277–303. See also Frank Kermode, The Genesis of Secrecy: On the Interpretation 
of Narrative (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979); and T. R. Wright, 
“Regenerating Narrative: The Gospels as Fiction,” Religious Studies 20/3 (September 
1984) 389–400.

35. Joseph Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI), Jesus of Nazareth: From Baptism in the 
Jordan to the Transfiguration (New York: Doubleday, 2007), xvii.

36. William P. Loewe, “Irenaeus’ Soteriology: Transposing the Question,” in 
Religion and Culture: Essays in Honor of Bernard Lonergan, ed. Timothy Fallon and 
Philip Boo Reilly (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1987) 167–80.



Christopher McMahon Narrating Salvation

125

The difference in genre between historical writing and the symbol-
ic narrative of Irenaeus, the imaginative fiction of many contemporary 
writers, and the disciplined research of contemporary historians cannot 
be downplayed without gross oversimplification and distortion. Yet the 
foundational questions posed by Loewe may prove helpful in under-
standing and in appropriating the ecclesial-kerygmatic dimensions of 
historical Jesus research even as contemporary readers are faced with the 
myriad representations of the historical Jesus. Certainly there is a wide 
range of philosophical, hermeneutical, and methodological questions 
that will emerge among historians as they move from gathering data, 
to interpretation, to the establishment of historical facts. Yet Godzieba 
has rightly identified the role played by the historical Jesus in precritical 
Christologies, apart from the critical methodological questions raised 
by Lonergan’s account of the historian’s work. 37 The ultimate question 
regarding the construction and narration of the life of Jesus (or the 
historical Jesus) centers not on the identification of the role the histo-
rian’s subjectivity has played in a given narrative, as important as that is; 
rather, the issue centers on the values that the narrative itself embodies 
and the extent to which those values resonate within the community of 
faith across time to make the story of Jesus a saving story. It is, however, 
within the theological movement known as Latin American liberation 
theology that the criteriological function of historical Jesus research has 
found its most persistent and passionate proponents.

Within liberation theology, the concern with the history of Jesus 
does not simply center on the question, “What actually happened?” 
Rather, a further question must always be addressed, namely, “Why 
does it matter?” It is this second question that opens up to the criterio-
logical concerns identified by Godzieba, and it brings us back to the lib-
erationist concerns with historical Jesus research (against which Meier 
famously argued) and the explicitly criteriological role it continues to 
play therein.38 It is this criteriological role that directs historical Jesus 
research to an appropriate ecclesial-kerygmatic telos: the proclamation 
of God’s saving work in history.

The classic statement on the historical Jesus and soteriology is of-
fered by the Salvadoran Jesuit martyr Ignacio Ellacuría, for whom the 

37. See Lonergan, Method in Theology, 197–234.
38. See Meier, “The Bible as a Source for Theology,” CTSA Proceedings 43 (1988) 

1–14.
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task of contemporary theology is that of locating soteriology in history 
and in the suffering resistance to the forces of evil and oppression.39 
Research into the historical Jesus has the power to illuminate contem-
porary history and the possibility of redemption therein, yet it does so 
not through the isolation of discrete facts about Jesus. Rather, this il-
lumination has its source in the desire to experience God’s saving work 
in history. It is the job of theology to historicize salvation, and the quest 
for the historical Jesus represents one aspect of the Christian church’s 
mission to continually historicize the grace of God in history and to 
make salvation historically operative.40 In this context, with the goal of 
the historicization of Christian soteriology in mind, research and writ-
ing on the historical Jesus may serve as an important means by which 
the church lives out its redemptive mission.41

Conclusion

William Loewe has appropriately cautioned against the facile assump-
tions of those theologians who would use historical Jesus research as 
a norma normans non normata (an ultimate norm or standard) for 
Christology, and John Meier (along with others) is correct to point 
out the limitations of historical Jesus research within the confines of 
historical-critical methodology. The historical Jesus, however, eludes 
the confines of the methodology; and as Loewe rightly asks, whose 
historical Jesus are we talking about? This essay suggests that contem-
porary historical Jesus research, even as iconoclastic or positivistic as 
it might be at times, nonetheless stands within the broad parameters 

39. See Ignacio Ellacuría, “Jesus and the Crucified Peoples,” in Systematic 
Theology: Perspectives from Liberation Theology, eds. Jon Sobrino and Ignacio Ellacuria 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1996) 257–78.

40. See Kevin Burke, “Reflections on Ignatian Soteriology: The Contribution of 
Ignacio Ellacuría,” Lonergan Workshop 19 (2006) 37–50.

41. Robert Lassalle-Klein has edited a recent issue of the journal Theological 
Studies on “The Galilean Jesus” (70/2 [June 2009]), which effectively demonstrates the 
ecclesial-kerygmatic dimensions of historical Jesus research. The essay by Sean Freyne 
(“The Galilean Jesus and Contemporary Christology,” 281–97) nicely draws upon the 
available information on Galilee in the first century and emplots Jesus therein, making 
reference to the available scholarship on the historical Jesus. Freyne, however, con-
sciously raises the question of the significance of such an imaginative emplottment for 
understanding the contemporary demands of discipleship.
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of the Christian tradition and serves the church’s redemptive mission. 
Narrating the historical Jesus, then, is not solely concerned with naïvely 
asking, “What did Jesus do or say?” Rather, narrating the historical 
Jesus represents the desire to imitate Christ, to enflesh the claims of the 
gospel in a way that brings together the concrete experience of sin and 
the corresponding hope for salvation. In a historically conscious and 
iconoclastic culture, the form that historical Jesus research takes can-
not be domesticated by the academy and cannot be confined to narrow 
questions of fact. Rather, historical Jesus research will inevitably remain 
elusive, frustrating, imprecise, and conflicted even while it remains vi-
brant and powerful.



Lonergan and the Law of the Cross: 
A Universalist View of Salvation 

WILLIAM P. LOEWE * 

The tension between the implications of Lonergan's methodological reflections 
and his admitted conservatism in actual theological practice has evoked frequent 
comment. This article argues that at least one specifically theological contribu-
tion of Lonergan's deserves to be retrieved from the obscurity into which his 
Latin textbooks are fading. 

Working within the limits of the orthodox theological model endorsed by 
Vatican I, Lonergan proposes what he calls the Law of the Cross as the intrinsic 
intelligibility of redemption. Yet the full significance of the proposal only emerges 
when it is placed in a broader context, one to which Lonergan explicitly points. 
That context is set by the development of Western culture in the modern era; 
on the positive side it invites theology to enrich itself with the discoveries of 
the empirical and human sciences and of historical consciousness; more grimly, 
it presents the cultural crisis engendered by the deterioration of the objective 
status of meaning and value. 

This is the challenge to which Lonergan has responded with his life's work. 
To meet it he has articulated the transcendental, or as he calls it more frequently 
of late, generalized empirical method, the normative pattern of operations by 
which progress occurs and man achieves his authentic humanity. Lonergan's 
elaboration of transcendental method provides a base from which the meaning 
of the key soteriological terms, sin and redemption, can be secured. Once this 
has been worked out, the full significance of the Law of the Cross can be deter-
mined: the formula functions on the level of interiority as a critical control over 
the meaning of the mystery, or symbol-set, constitutive of Christianity. 

Ecumenical implications follow. Analysis of the relation between religion and 
meaning in the various stages of its development grounds an account of the 
unity of what Lonergan refers to as "the Christian Church." A further question 
is raised concerning the meaning of the symbols constitutive of other world 
religions and their relation to the law of the Cross. Most fundamentally, an 
identity between the essence of redemption and a universal dynamic of human 
development, the latter explored by contemporary psychology, suggests itself. 

I T has become fairly commonplace to draw a line between Bernard 
Lonergan's explorations in methodology and his more directly theological 
writings. Since the latter in fact tend to confirm his self-portrait as 
" . . . a Roman Catholic with quite conservative views on religious and 
church doctrines . . ." x and since, furthermore, they were written for the 

* William P. Loewe is Assistant Professor of Religious Studies at The 
Catholic University of America, Washington, D.C. 

1 Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology (New York: Herder & Herder, 
1972), p. 332. 
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most part within the confines of the pre-Vatican II Roman seminary 
system, contemporary interest quite rightly focuses on Lonergan's meth-
odological rather than directly theological contributions.2 

1 should like to urge at least one exception to this general approach. 
Lonergan devotes the final three theses of De Verbo Incarnato3 to soteri-
ology, and in the last of these he articulates what he calls the Law of 
the Cross. This item, it seems to me, is worth retrieving and developing 
before one consigns the Latin textbooks to a shelf in some museum of 
Catholic memorabilia. 

As it stands in its textbook setting the Law of the Cross seems in-
nocuous, if not ambiguous. Yet even there Lonergan manages to point 
to a broader context, one in which the full meaning of the formula will 
emerge. Once that context has been elaborated — and Lonergan's own 
works provide the material for achieving this — the Law of the Cross 
can offer a perspective on Christian identity4 which bursts the confines 
of Roman scholasticism to affirm, ground, and clarify the ecumenical 
movement among Christians. At the same time it opens onto a universal-
ist view which brings into focus the redemptive significance of other 
world religions. 

The three theses which constitute the original context for the Law 
of the Cross provide a model of orthodox Roman Catholic theologizing. 
The first, technically dogmatic in character, lays the foundation for a 
soteriology; in it Lonergan ascertains that the New Testament does in 
various ways affirm that Christ has wrought man's salvation. The second 
thesis is a systematic exercise in which Lonergan pins down the meaning 
of satisfaction, a term often used and misused in the history of soteri-
ology. As Lonergan himself points out, these two theses correspond to 
the five headings under which St. Thomas analyzes Christ's redemptive 
act. 

Moving beyond the traditional veteray Lonergan adds his third thesis : 

The Son of God thus became man, suffered, died, and was raised, because the 
divine wisdom ordained and the divine goodness willed, not to take away 

2 Recent articles by John Carmody offer English summaries of Lonergan's 
Latin textbooks. See "The Biblical Foundation and Conclusion of Lonergan's De 
Verbo Incarnato" Andover Newton Quarterly (1974): 124-136; "Lonergan's 
Latin Theology: Resume and Critique," Princeton Seminary Bulletin 68 (1975): 
81-89; "Lonergan's Trinitarian Insight," American Academy of Religion, Phi-
losophy of Religion and Theology: 197s Proceedings, pp. 161-176. 

3 Bernard Lonergan, De Verbo Incarnato, 3rd ed., rev. (Rome: Gregorian 
University Press, 1964). 

4 Thus Lonergan would agree with Jürgen Moltmann's widely-read Cruci-
fied God on the centrality of the cross to Christian identity, yet the mediation 
of that insight suggested by this paper differs significantly from Moltmann's 
Barthian procedure. 
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the evils of the human race by an exercise of power, but to convert those evils 
into a certain highest good through the just and mysterious Law of the Cross.5 

The scope of the thesis is ambitious. It embraces the incarnation, pas-
sion, death, and resurrection of Christ — the central moments of the 
Christian economy of salvation. The question posed is that of con-
venientia: given this economy as a contingent matter of fact, what sense 
does it make? Lonergan is inquiring, then, after the intelligibility of 
the paradigmatic event with which "the Christian fact" originates. 

He answers with a principle of transformation, the Law of the Cross. 
According to this law sin leads to death. Death, however, if accepted 
out of love, is transformed. Such transformed death receives the blessing 
of new life. It is this principle of transformation which Lonergan proposes 
as the "essence" or "intrinsic intelligibility" of the fact of redemption as 
affirmed in the New Testament. 

A PROGRAMME 

There the treatise ends. Further questions do, however, suggest them-
selves. Even if one accepts Lonergan's proposal as a faithful interpretation 
of the New Testament, one can still ask from what man is saved. "Sin" 
is the traditional answer. In that case, just how does the Law of the 
Cross function in the solution to sin? On a different level, the terms 
themselves raise problems. "Sin" and "redemption" belong to a world 
of religious discourse, and the meaningfulness of such discourse has be-
come problematic. 

Lonergan was not writing Latin textbooks in a Roman seminary in 
order to answer questions of that sort. Nor, however, was he naive. Even 
within the tightly orthodox procedure of De Verbo Incarnato he leaves 
a loose end, and with that loose end he points beyond the textbook. In 
the second of the theses reviewed above Lonergan states that there exists 
for contemporary theology what he calls a general problem of integra-
tion. 6 He promises that the following thesis, the one in which he pro-
poses the Law of the Cross, will meet the problem. And there, as far 
as the textbook goes, the matter ends. In the thesis with which he 
promised to deal with the problem, he never mentions it. 

For an elucidation of what the problem is one can turn to other works 
from the same period of Lonergan's career.7 From these it emerges that 
what he calls the general problem of integration is the same problem 

5 Lonergan, De Verbo Incarnato, p. 552. 
6 Lonergan, De Verbo Incarnano, p. 521. 
7 For example, Bernard Lonergan, "De methodo theologiae," notes for a 

course given at the Gregorian University, Rome, 1962. (Mimeographed.) 
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which sent him into years of studying St. Thomas. It is the problem 
which evoked the massive effort of Insight and led finally to Method 
in Theology. The problem derives from the contemporary cultural situa-
tion of Roman Catholicism. Abandoning its defensive Counter Refor-
mation stance, that church has several centuries of human progress to 
catch up with. Its theology must assimilate and integrate the differen-
tiation of the empirical natural sciences and the more recent development 
of the human sciences. It must disengage itself from the Aristotelian 
model of science with its objectivism and epistemological naivete. More 
profoundly yet, theology must come to terms with historical conscious-
ness. 

The problem of integration faces theology, but it is also general. 
The progress of the modern era has a shadow side. What is ultimately 
at stake is the fundamental objectivity of meaning and value, the elements 
which constitute any culture. In the present context we can only note 
that the problem of integration in its full scope signals a new stage in 
the development of human intelligence. There exists what can be called 
a critical exigence,8 and it is toward meeting this exigence that Lonergan 
directs his explorations of methodology and human interiority. 

Although Lonergan proposes the Law of the Cross within the con-
fines of orthodox Roman Catholic theology, that proposal finds its full 
meaning only within the broader context set by the problem of integra-
tion. That context calls for a critically mediated soteriology. Such a 
soteriology cannot simply assume its basic terms. Those terms, namely, 
sin and redemption, cannot be unquestioningly taken over from Scripture 
and tradition. Their meaningfulness must be secured. 

Lonergan himself, in an occasional piece entitled "De ratione con-
venientiae,"9 suggests how this task might be performed. He raises three 
questions. What would human history be if every man always followed 
the dictates of reason? How is history changed because men choose and 
act against the dictates of reason? How can it come about that the reign 
of sin be destroyed and men recalled to a life in conformity with reason? 
Now the wording of the questions is obviously unfortunate: pivoting on 
the "dictates of reason," it smacks of rationalism. The actual context of 
Lonergan's work, however, effectively dissipates that impression. 

The key to the entire development sketched in these questions lies 
in Lonergan's well-known transcendental method. That method is not 

8 This would call for a theology different from the classical type which 
responded to a prior systematic-theoretical exigence. Cf. David Tracy, The 
Achievement of Bernard Lonergan (New York: Herder & Herder, 1970), pp. 31-
39. 

9 More fully, Bernard Lonergan, "De ratione convenientiae eiusque radice, 
de excellentia ordinis, de signis rationis systematice et universaliter ordinatis, 
denique de convenientia, contingentia, et fine incarnationis. Supplementum sche-
maticum." Rome: St. Francis Xavier College, 1953-54. (Mimeographed.) 
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really Lonergan's. When he spells out transcendental method, ñe is at-
tempting to grasp and express the structure of human knowing and 
development. What he discovers are successive, distinct clusters of op-
erations or activities, each cluster of which calls forth the next. They 
range from what he calls experience — the sensitively and psychically 
conditioned flow of consciousness — up through understanding, then 
judgment, to responsible decision and action. That range of operations 
comprises the dynamic, invariant structure which is transcendental meth-
od. Its intrinsic norms govern the process of self-transcendence by which 
man achieves his authentic humanity. 

Returning to Lonergan's questions, the first one is really asking what 
would result from perfect and universal fidelity to the exigences of self-
transcendence. Precisely because the invariant structure of that transcen-
dence is dynamic, it yields the basic unit of a circle of progress.10 Prog-
ress rolls along, as it were, from one experiential situation through a 
succession of cumulatively transformed and humanized situations. This 
is the dynamic by which man forges civilizations and cultures, and hence 
Lonergan can employ it genetically to project the lines of ideal human 
advance. 

But Lonergan does not believe that every day, in every way, things 
are getting better and better. Hence the second question : How is history 
changed because men are unfaithful to the exigences of self-transcen-
dence? Lonergan's response offers an account of the process of distortion 
which he ultimately characterizes as a "reign of sin." 

He locates the root of distortion in the human psyche.n The psyche 
performs its necessary task of mediating between man's biological dimen-
sion and human consciousness. But at the same time it can spontaneously 
promote infantile criteria of reality and value. As the needs and desires 
of an individual emerge, they carry a charge of psychic force. That force 
makes their appeal for satisfaction imperious, investing them with an 
aura of reality denser than either the needs of others or the common 
good can muster. 

The psyche thus throws a monkey wrench into the process of human 
development, and from this starting point Lonergan can operate dialecti-
cally to plot the expanding distortion thus introduced into human his-
tory. On the social level, for example, collaboration of sectors defined 
by the division of labor degenerates into the clash of opposing interest 
groups. While these groups play at wresting power from one another, 
their vested interests act as a screen on creative ideas for progress. 

10 Cf. Bernard J. F. Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Human Understanding, 
2nd ed., rev. (New York: Philosophical Library, 1958), p. 174. 

11 "... social development would simply be a matter of intellectual develop-
ment, if the human psyche were without its contribution." Lonergan, Insight, 
P. 597. 
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Ultimately, profit and its technology come to dictate the course of social 
development. Meanwhile, corrupt praxis will seek its justification in 
myths and ideologies, leading to the perversion of society in its cultural 
superstructure. Through all this what should be a circle of progress by 
which man creates his world becomes instead a vicious circle, and the 
outcome is what Lonergan calls a "reign of sin." 

He suggests a third question : How can this vicious circle be broken? 
His procedure here reverses that of the soteriological thesis. There 
Lonergan began with the fact of redemption affirmed in the New Tes-
tament and attempted to uncover its so-called essence. Here he begins 
with the problem of evil and operates heuristically, determining the 
structure of the solution from that of the problem. 

What are the elements of that heuristic structure? In Insight Loner-
gan proposes the traditional triad of charity, hope, and faith. Charily 
would short-circuit the cycle of evil; rather than expand the violence 
and oppression with which an irrational social situation is shot through, 
one denies its ultimacy by responding with self-sacrificing love. But such 
deeds cannot but appear supremely impractical; hence hope for their 
worthwhileness is required, a hope which may be generated by the 
image of eternal life. And both of these, charity and hope, rest upon 
some grasp of the truth concerning God's existence and man's position 
before God. While a philosopher might attain that truth, many philos-
ophers do not, and most men do not become philosophers at all; hence 
belief comes in to make the truth about God and man generally available. 

To this triad Lonergan adds a fourth element which he designates 
as mystery, a term on which he bestows a technical sense.12 He develops 
the category to correspond to the psychic root of human aberration. By 
mystery Lonergan means an affect-laden image or pattern of such images 
which performs a triple function. First, the image-pattern will symbol-
ize man's constitutive orientation toward unrestricted being and value, 
toward the transcendent term indicated by the word God. Second, the 
image-pattern will involve an interpretive element clarifying the signifi-
cance of its symbolism. Finally, the image-pattern as sensible will evoke 
affect. This affect will serve to integrate man's psychic spontaneity with 
his basic intentionality toward God and more specifically with the deeds 
of hope and self-sacrificing love rendered necessary by die fact of evil.13 

Lonergan's third question, then, sets up a heuristic of redemption. 
In Insight he constructs the category of mystery and the traditional triad 
of charity, hope, and faith as the major components of the heuristic. In 

12 Lonergan, Insight, pp. 723-24. 
13 David Tracy's approach to christology through the fact of evil and the 

human need for story would seem indebted to this aspect of Lonergan's work. 
See David Tracy, Blessed Rage for Order (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), 
pp. 204-214. 
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his later writings these find a more nuanced unity when he develops his 
analysis of religious conversion. 

To sum up the results of the study thus far: Lonergan responds to 
the soteriological question with a programme. In De Verbo Incarnato 
he formulates the Law of the Cross, but he also points to a broader 
context for establishing the significance of that proposal, namely, the con-
text generated by what he calls the general problem of integration. That 
context demands a grounding for the basic set of soteriological terms, 
and in "De ratione convenientiae" Lonergan suggests how that might 
be done. Starting with his analysis of transcendental method, one per-
forms a series of operations — genetic, then dialectic, and finally heu-
ristic. Through this procedure the special theological categories, sin and 
redemption, can be elucidated through the general categories with which 
Lonergan expresses his analysis of transcendental method. 

CLOSING THE CIRCLE 

Thus far, then, Lonergan has both set a programme and provided 
the materials with which to execute it. There remains the task of elab-
orating the full significance of the Law of the Cross once that proposal 
is placed within the broader context called for by the problem of integra-
tion and established with the grounding of the basic soteriological terms 
in transcendental method. Lonergan has proposed the Law of the Cross 
as the essence of the fact of redemption affirmed in the New Testament. 
He has also derived a heuristic of redemption from an analysis of sin 
based on an anthropology of self-transcendence. We may now close the 
circle by probing the relationship of these elements. 

First, orthodox theologians might proceed dogmatically from the New 
Testament as an absolute starting point, but beneath that procedure lay 
the religious praxis of the various Christian communities which em-
ploy the New Testament religiously, that is, precisely as sacred Scrip-
ture. 14 Lonergan's analysis of religious conversion sheds light on that 
praxis. 

He distinguishes two moments in religious conversion. The first is 
private and interior; individuals enter the field of experience which 
renders religious community possible when they begin to "fall in love in 
an unrestricted manner," when they "surrender to what is transcendent 
in lovableness."15 Under this aspect religious conversion occurs in the 

14 Cf. David H. Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Phil-
adelphia Fortress Press, 1975), pp. 90-94. 

15 Lonergan, Method in Theology, p. 107. 
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immediacy of the subject's consciousness, effecting a unique transforma-
tion on that level on which value is realized.16 

Only when a second aspect of religious conversion comes into play, 
when religiously transformed subjectivity begins to mediate itself through 
meaning, can religious community take rise. This mediation of conver-
sion through meaning provides die locus for the Christian use of the 
New Testament. 

Christian communities trace their origin to the person of Jesus; the 
incarnate meaning17 borne by Jesus functions as an outer word which 
mediates their religious conversion, specifies it as Christian, and in this 
mediation renders community possible. The incarnate meaning of Jesus 
itself, however, requires the mediation of a process of tradition. That 
process originated with those contemporaneous with Jesus' words, deeds, 
and destiny. At an early stage of the process the meaning perceived in 
Jesus by Christian faith was committed to writing. Those documents 
eventually canonized as the books of the New Testament present a lin-
guistic expression of the meaning of Jesus which subsequent Christian 
tradition has accepted as adequate and in some sense normative. 

Second, what is the meaning incarnate in Jesus as expressed in the 
New Testament, the meaning which specifies religious conversion as 
Christian? The problem of the unity of the New Testament is notorious 
and not to be settled by any facile harmonization. The theological plu-
ralism exhibited by the twenty-seven documents in question may be 
taken as an established fact. 

Contemporary biblical scholarship, while affirming that irreducible 
pluralism, does suggest a possible avenue of solution. Literary criticism 
opened up the prehistory of the New Testament documents, and form 
criticism pursued that prehistory back to its primitive oral stage. Scholars 
have come to emphasize the importance of the preaching situation, with 
its intent and requirements, at the origin of the process from which the 
New Testament documents emerged. 

Early Christian preaching aimed to communicate a gospel, or good 
news, the acceptance of which entailed a metanoia on the part of the 
hearers. In terms of Lonergan's analysis, the interest of the early Chris-

16 "To say that this dynamic state is conscious is not to say that it is 
known Before it enters the world mediated by meaning, religion is the prior 
word God speaks to us by flooding our hearts with his love. That prior word 
pertains, not to the world mediated by meaning, but to the world of imme-
diacy. . . ." Lonergan, Method in Theology, pp. 106, 112. 

17 "Incarnate meaning combines all or at least many of the other carriers 
of meaning. It can be at once intersubjective, artistic, symbolic, linguistic. It is 
the meaning of a person, of his way of life, of his words, or of his deeds. It may 
be his meaning for just one other person, or for a small group, or for a whole 
national, or social, or cultural, or religious tradition." Lonergan, Method in The-
ology, p. 73. 
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tian witness to Jesus lay in religious conversion. Christian preaching 
proclaimed religious conversion, thematized under the rubric of becoming 
a disciple of Jesus, as the authentic fulfillment of man's humanity. Under 
the concrete conditions of human existence this fulfillment was also pre-
sented as redemptive, that is, as the solution to the problem of evil. 

Biblical scholars emphasize, then, the kerygmatic character of the 
situation from which the writings of die New Testament emerged and 
which those writings manifest in various degrees. The witness to Jesus 
was good news for men; the call to follow Jesus promised authentic 
fulfillment of men's humanity which would be at the same time redemp-
tive. From this point of view the unity of the New Testament would 
lie in the kerygma or proclamation from which it took its origin. The 
witness to Jesus formed the content of the preaching, and its intent was 
directed toward religious conversion. In its simplest form the preaching 
contained two elements. It announced Jesus' destiny, that he died and 
was raised, and it affirmed the importance of Jesus for others. If one 
uses the kerygma as a control, the unity of the New Testament would 
then lie in an image, that of the risen Jesus who had been crucified, 
coupled with a global affirmation of his significance as redemptive. 

Lonergan's differentiation of stages of meaning — common sense, 
theory, and interiority18 — can be brought to bear to locate the New 
Testament, seen thus, in the stage of common sense. The kerygmatic 
motive underlying the New Testament documents generated a massive 
effort to convince men of the meaning Christian faith found incarnate in 
Jesus and to persuade them to accept and live out the values inherent 
in that meaning. But that effort also implied the task, for Christians 
themselves, of bringing to full expression and linguistically articulating 
the meaning incarnate in Jesus. For this task the imagination provided 
a principal instrument. Endeavoring to express and communicate Jesus' 
identity in all its forcefulness, those who contributed to the formative 
tradition of the New Testament constructed dramatic narratives. Guided 
by their interest in conversion and redemption, they enriched and re-
shaped their memories of Jesus' words and deeds with appropriate images 
drawn from the Hellenistic world and above all from the Old Testament. 
The one who died on the cross became the prophet who was to come, 
the Messiah, the Suffering Servant, the Lord, the Son of God. Each 
image placed at the service of Christian faith a wealth of symbolic power 
evoking the meaning incarnate in Jesus. 

Third, the religious praxis of those Christian communities which 
employ the New Testament as Scripture can be correlated with Loner-
gan's heuristic of redemption. A key element of that heuristic was mys-
tery, and the New Testament witness to Jesus presents a mystery in die 

18 Cf. Lonergan, Method in Theology, pp. 85-100. 
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technical sense which Lonergan bestows on the term. The New Testa-
ment witness performs the three functions which Lonergan assigns to 
mystery. 

First, the New Testament witness symbolizes the realm of unre-
stricted being and value to which man is constitutively oriented. The 
converted subject, when he hears the New Testament read in liturgical 
celebration, or when he devotes himself to private meditation on it, 
accepts its proclamation as God's Word. This word thematizes his reli-
gious conversion, the unrestricted love which he has received and ac-
cepted as the integrating center of his life. From the New Testament 
he learns to identify the ultimate source and term of that love as the 
Father of Jesus Christ, the Yahweh of Israel who has sent his son among 
men. The New Testament points to Jesus as the revelation of the Father 
who completes his mission by sending the Spirit. Thus the Christian 
scriptures symbolize the realm of the transcendent in Trinitarian imagery 
which interprets that realm in interpersonal terms. 

Next, one may take as the central, controlling image of the New Tes-
tament that of die risen Jesus who had been crucified. The biblical 
witness thematizes the significance of that image by placing it in a dra-
matic context. Jesus' deadi and destiny fulfill God's plan for his creation. 
The opposition to Jesus manifested by Pharisees, priests, and Romans 
casts his death as the fate of the innocent one. Jesus persists in chal-
lenging such men with an unconditional affirmation of value and answers 
evil with a love rooted in that of God. This leads to the cross but, with 
the image of the resurrection, the New Testament affirms that such a 
life was not futile. God vindicated it. The New Testament proclaims in 
a variety of ways that in accepting death as the culminating of the resis-
tance of evil to his words and deeds, Jesus went on to further life. He 
became a source of life to those who would accept his words and per-
form similar deeds. Inviting men to follow Jesus through death to resur-
rection, the New Testament presents him as the model of redemption. 

The Christian scriptures symbolize the realm of the transcendent by 
presenting Jesus as God's self-revelation. They thematize the significance 
of the central New Testament image, that of the crucified and risen 
Jesus, as redemptive. Thirdly, through the symbolic character of their 
imagery, they acquire and exercise psychic force. Man's spontaneous 
intersubjectivity comes into play when the New Testament pictures the 
ultimate transcendent as a person who enters into intimate relations with 
men by sending his son among them and communicating his son's spirit 
to them. The sensuousness of the image of a living man whose meaning 
reveals both the character of God and the destiny of men evokes affects 
which integrate men's psyche and sensitivity with their drive toward 
moral and religious self-transcendence. This investment with psychic force 
through symbolic imagery renders the New Testament capable of achiev-
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ing its common sense goal of convincing and persuading and, by effecting 
psychic integration of this sort, fulfills the perduring function Lonergan 
assigns to mystery. Mystery generates religion; the Christian mystery 
presented in the New Testament generates Christianity. 

Lonergan's heuristic also postulates charity, hope, and faith as the 
response to mystery. These are integral to the response of the religiously 
converted subject to the mystery of Jesus presented in the New Testa-
ment. The authenticity of the subject's response to Jesus' injunction to 
love God above all else finds its measure in the deeds by which he 
follows Jesus in self-sacrificing love for the neighbor. While the wisdom 
of the world deems such deeds of self-sacrifice foolishness, the converted 
subject finds in the symbol of the resurrection the strength to resist that 
wisdom, and the firm hope that his self-sacrifice will not prove futile. 
Faith in the reality of God revealed in Jesus and conviction of his own 
status as redeemed sinner underpin the dynamism of his charity and hope. 

Fourth, this correlation of Christian religious praxis with Lonergan's 
heuristic of redemption highlights the ecumenical significance which 
Lonergan claims for his analysis of religion. His recent writings refer at 
times simply to "the Christian church."19 The analysis just performed 
uncovers grounds for asserting such a unity. Religious conversion may 
occur in a number of situations. When constitutively mediated by the 
mystery of Jesus presented in the New Testament, it becomes specifically 
Christian. The New Testament, however, exercises its proper function 
in the symbolic mode of religious common sense. It makes its appeal for 
conversion on a level prior to that on which doctrinal systems and orga-
nized institutions arise. By conveying symbolically the meaning incarnate 
in Jesus, the New Testament supplies a basis of meaning upon which 
religiously converted subjects may and in fact do make common judg-
ments and decisions. It is to this community, established by the response 
of those who accept the good news about the crucified and risen Jesus, 
that Lonergan refers when he speaks of "the Christian church." 

Fifth, at this point the status of Lonergan's Law of the Cross may 
be determined. Certainly this soteriological formula may be read in a 
number of ways. A fundamentalist, for instance, may read it as simply 
asserting an objective fact of past history, a description of how Jesus 
effected redemption at a given time. If, however, the formula is set 
within the broader context of Lonergan's thought as it has taken shape 
within this study, a somewhat different interpretation emerges. 

Lonergan draws the categories of the formula — sin, death, life — 
from Scripture, and hence they share the symbolic, imaginative character 
proper to the New Testament as common sense religious expression. 
Death, for example, evokes more than simply the cessation of biological 

19 Lonergan, Method in Theology, p. 119. 
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activity, and Lonergan's analysis of sin offers a means of specifying the 
connotative dimension of the image. Death connotes the effect of man's 
failure to develop, of his infidelity to the exigences of self-transcendence. 
It connotes man's loss of his humanity on the individual and social 
levels. In this light the biblical connection of death with sin which the 
Law of the Cross formulates in its first step becomes a clearly intrinsic 
relationship, in no way the result of some arbitrary divine decree imposed 
from without. 

The context of Lonergan's anthropology, which determines his anal-
ysis of sin, also sheds light on the second step of the Law of the Cross. 
That step highlights the transforming power of an acceptance of death 
out of love. But the notion of self-transcendence which defines Loner-
gan's anthropology also implies an acceptance of death, the death involved 
in the negation of the undeveloped, biased, and distorted self to be 
transcended. Finally, still in parallel with the Law of the Cross, the proc-
ess of self-transcendence implies on the positive side a new life, the 
fullness of human living flowing from fidelity to the demands of reli-
gious, moral, and intellectual conversion. 

Lonergan draws the categories of the Law of the Cross from Scrip-
ture. There they function with the richness of meaning proper to symbol, 
a richness which includes the psychological force which renders Scripture 
capable of transforming man's subjectivity. When the Law of the Cross 
is interpreted in light of Lonergan's analysis of human subjectivity, the 
formula is understood to express a dynamic empirically verifiable in 
the sphere of human interiority. Hence he is proposing that the conven-
ientia of the Christian economy of salvation lies in this dynamic of 
authentic human development. 

Sixth, the status of the Law of the Cross just determined implies a 
universalist view of salvation. What does this signify, first, for the Chris-
tian churches? Lonergan proposes the Law of the Cross as the essence 
or intrinsic intelligibility of the mystery of redemption in Christ Jesus 
proclaimed by the New Testament. The Law of the Cross functions as 
a critical control over the meaning carried by the central symbol which 
constitutes a Christian community as Christian. This provides a criterion 
of authenticity: to the extent that any Christian community embodies 
the Law of die Cross, it achieves authenticity and redemption is fur-
thered. But each Christian community must be ready to recognize the 
same meaning, the same "essence" of redemption functioning in others. 
They also respond in charity, hope, and faith to the gospel call to dis-
cipleship. Constituted by the same fundamental meaning, they also render 
redemption present in history. 

Besides the Christian churches there are other world religions. Chris-
tians must be ready to recognize in them also the symbolic mediation 
of religious conversion. They also may present mysteries calling for a 
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response of charity, hope, and faith. To the extent diat their constitutive 
mysteries carry the meaning of the Law of the Cross other world reli-
gions, precisely in their specific identities, also embody the dynamic of 
God's redemptive process. 

One may also look beyond the explicitly religious horizon. Lonergan 
formulates the Law of the Cross as an interpretation of the originating 
event of Christianity. He locates the intelligibility of that event within 
the sphere of human interiority, and the expresses it in general terms. 
From this procedure it follows that wherever the Law of the Cross is 
operative, wherever men's activity flows from an authentic, self-sacrificing 
love, the redemptive process is occurring. 

Need such a universal view imply relativism or religious indifference? 
There is an ecumenical movement already abroad among Christians; 
certainly that movement shows no danger of heading toward a monolithic 
uniformity which would level out the distinctiveness of the various com-
munities. Openness to other world religions does, however, raise a host 
of questions. This openness is too new for definite answers to be pos-
sible; an experiential foundation must first be laid through dialogue. 
Several aspects of Lonergan's thought may prove useful as Christians 
approach such dialogue. First, one can affirm that other religions may 
fulfill Lonergan's heuristic of redemption. Second, one may locate the 
uniqueness of Christianity on the level of mystery, of originating event 
and symbolic explication. Third, Lonergan postulates that the solution 
to the problem of evil will be one, and it is possible that the dynamic of 
the Law of the Cross may be found in more than one set of religious 
symbols. At any rate, a dialogue situation with other world religions 
constitutes a new experience for Christianity. Openness to dialogue 
implies the possibility, not of a loss of identity, but of a revised and 
enriched self-understanding for all participants. 

A positive evaluation of the redemptive significance of the lives of 
nonreligious men raises the least threat of indifference. For in terms 
of Lonergan's heuristic, while the key element of self-sacrificing love 
must be appreciated in the lives of such men, the other elements — mys-
tery, faith, and hope — remain at best implicit. 

In conclusion, then, Lonergan's heuristic of redemption is fulfilled 
by Christian communities to the extent that they achieve authenticity. 
Other world religions may also meet its conditions, and the lives of non-
religious men may embody at least the key element, self-sacrificing love. 
The Law of the Cross, in turn, bears a double relationship to the heu-
ristic. The formula expresses within the context of human interiority the 
meaning carried by the key element of the heuristic, redemptive mystery, 
and that same meaning is concretely performed in the response of charity, 
hope, and faith which such mystery evokes. 
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Popular conceptions of ‘doing God’s will’ often draw upon images of some pre-existing plan, 
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Doing God’s will is a regular and constant theme of the Gospels and of popular 
preaching and spirituality. Often the image we are presented with is of some type of 

divine blueprint which maps out the details of our possible life, if only we were to follow 
God’s will for us, and from which any deviation can only be viewed as sinful. Our prob-
lem is then one of discerning what this plan might be, however obscure and opaque it 
might be for us living in our present uncertainty and confusion. On the other hand, Jesus 
is presented as one who perfectly fulfils the will of his Father. His passion predictions in 
the Gospels can give the impression of him having a special insight into the divine plan, 
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which he is sent to fulfil in all its details and specifications. This special insight will often 
be linked to some conception of Jesus’ special knowledge, his beatific vision, present 
from his conception, that gives him perfect knowledge of everything that is going to and 
is meant to happen in his mission.

There are two distinct but inseparable elements to this position. The first concerns 
the nature of Jesus’ beatific knowledge and how this might properly be conceived. 
Recent decades have witnessed considerable debate over the existence of such a bea-
tific knowledge and, where its existence is acknowledged, just how such a claim 
stands in relation to the ordinary (acquired) knowledge that was also part of Jesus’ 
intellectual experience.1 While this debate forms some of the background to the pre-
sent paper, it is not its focus. I shall take as given that Jesus does in fact enjoy such a 
beatific knowing, while taking some issue with how this might be conceived. The 
second element concerns the relation between such a claim to Jesus’ beatific knowing 
and his conformity to the will of the Father. This touches on Jesus’ impeccability and 
his freedom in relation to prophecy and divine knowledge which appears to force his 
hand, so to speak. It is spurred on by reflections produced by Thomas Joseph White 
in a chapter of his recent book, The Incarnate Lord: A Thomistic Study in Christology, 
entitled ‘The Necessity of the Beatific Vision in the Earthly Christ.’2 Working within 
the classical Chalcedonian framework of one person in two natures, White puts for-
ward the argument that only the beatific vision ‘safeguards the unity of the personal 
actions of Christ in and through his two distinct natures and operations.’3 In particular 
the personal actions under considerations are Jesus’ acts of willing which must be in 
conformity with the divine will.

While I am very sympathetic with the type of argument White is mounting, there are 
aspects of it which I found problematic, sometimes in terms of expression and others 
more substantial. In particular his statement that ‘Christ was acting in accordance with 
the plan he foresaw in light of the Father’s will’ raised for me a critical question: can 
and does Jesus exercise genuine human creativity in the pursuit of his mission, or does 
he act ‘in accordance with the plan he foresaw’ as set out in some divine blueprint?4 
This concern is reinforced by White’s constant efforts to deny some type of human 
autonomy to Christ as this would break down the unity of his personal actions. Yet we 
can ask: does Jesus creatively construct his parables? Is there creativity and initiative 



Ormerod  3

 5 In relation to this issue, especially regarding the soteriological significance of Jesus’ inten-
tion, see Peter Laughlin, Jesus and the Cross: Necessity, Meaning, and Atonement (Wipf and 
Stock, 2015).

 6 Bernard J.F. Lonergan, The Incarnate Word, ed. Robert M. Doran and Jeremy D. Wilkins, 
trans. Charles C. Hefling, The Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan, Volume 8 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2016).

 7 Ibid., 727.
 8 In particular White cites the following works: Jean Galot, ‘Le Christ Terrestre et La Vision,’ 

Gregorianum 67 (1986): 429–50; and Thomas G. Weinandy, ‘Jesus’ Filial Vision of the 
Father,’ Pro Ecclesia 13 (2004): 189–201.

 9 For Aquinas on the beatific vision, see STh III q10; in relation to the Magisterium the most 
recent would be Mystici Corporis Christi n.75. For a full account of the evidence from 
Biblical, Patristic, medieval and magisterial sources see Lonergan, The Incarnate Word, 
613–61.

10 White, The Incarnate Lord, 241.
11 Ibid., 241.

in his response to the sick and the sinner? And most importantly, does he freely choose 
the timing and manner of his death?5 These are questions of some religious and theo-
logical interest.

In responding to White’s position I draw on the recently published volume of Bernard 
Lonergan’s Christology, The Incarnate Word.6 While Thesis 12 of that work on Jesus’ 
beatific knowing has attracted much attention and interest, I focus on Thesis 14 on 
whether ‘Christ the man enjoyed a free human will and freely accepted his suffering and 
death.’7 This thesis in particular directly addresses the issues raised by White in such a 
way as to avoid what might be called a ‘divine blueprint’ soteriology and so allows for 
genuine human creativity and initiative in the human Jesus.

Thomas Joseph White on the Beatific Knowing of Jesus
White begins his account with an exposition of the work of two theologians who have 
called into question the existence of a beatific vision in the earthly Jesus, Jean Galot 
and Thomas Weinandy.8 Both these theologians come out of the same broad theologi-
cal school as White, one based on respect for the Magisterium and for the writings of 
Aquinas. Yet despite both magisterial and Thomistic support for the affirmation of 
such a beatific vision, both these theologians deny the presence of it in Jesus.9 Galot 
finds in the doctrine a latent monophysitism, ‘a certain kind of monophysitism in the 
epistemological realm.’10 Galot argues that the tradition is too a priori, arising from 
an ‘appeal to an argument based upon the necessary perfection of the human nature of 
Jesus’ rather than attending to the ‘scriptural evidence of the earthly Christ.’ To main-
tain a real humanity in Jesus we need to acknowledge that he was subject to ‘certain 
natural intellectual limitations’ as well as to historical and cultural conditioning, and 
to genuine learning.11 Galot does, however, posit ‘a form of prophetic insight (infused 
science)’ which provides Jesus with certain knowledge of his identity and mission. 
But such infused knowledge is far short of what was specified in the tradition in rela-
tion to Jesus’ beatific knowing.
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Weinandy’s concerns move in a different direction, though influenced by Galot. They 
are in fact closer to those of White’s developing position, that positing the beatific vision 
tends to create a duality of subjects, one divine, the other human—a Nestorian stance—
though White focuses more on Christ’s will than his intellect in that regard. Weinandy 
questions whether Jesus enjoyed the beatific vision on the grounds ‘that the beatific 
vision is defined as the immediate vision of God by someone who is not God. It is an 
objective vision, a “seeing” or “contemplating,” of the divine essence that not only stands 
ontologically distinct from, but also over against, the one “seeing” or “contemplating.”’12 
For Weinandy, this would be Nestorian. In place of the beatific vision Weinandy argues 
that while Christ must be humanly aware of the Father, this does not require the  
beatific vision; what suffices is ‘a grace of filial insight (unique to Christ alone), unfold-
ing in Jesus’ consciousness progressively through the ordinary processes of human self-
reflexivity.’13 This would ensure that the ‘human Jesus has a human awareness of being 
a divine person’ rather than making God an object of knowledge extrinsic to his person, 
as would occur in the beatific vision.14

White shifts the debate from the immediate context of what and how Jesus knows to 
a related but distinct issue of Jesus’ willing. Here he understands Jesus’ humanity in 
instrumental terms and seeks to unpick how this instrumentality ‘intimately affects the 
way his human will cooperates with his divine will.’15 White states his positive position 
thus:

Christ must personally will as man what he personally wills as God, such that the two operations 
remain distinct, but his human will acquires a filial mode or manner of existence. … if Christ’s 
human will and consciousness must act as instruments of his divine subject, then his human 
will must be specified at each instance by his divine will through the medium of human 
knowledge. For this to take place, Christ as man must have human knowledge of his own filial 
divine nature and will. … The unity of activity of the incarnate Word requires, therefore, the 
beatific vision in the intellect of Christ, so that his human will and his divine will may cooperate 
within the one subject.16

White then goes on to develop and argue his position in dialogue with Aquinas and 
various modern Thomistic commentators. At the ontological level the question is rela-
tively clear because Jesus’ ‘human nature, by the mystery of the incarnation, has no 
existence apart from its hypostatic union with the Word and thereby acquires a unique 
mode: it has the person of the Son as its unique subject.’17 The more difficult question 
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arises when we interrogate the implications of this position in relation to Jesus’ human 
willing.

How then can we maintain a unity of one divine subject in Christ where there are two 
wills, one divine and the other human? Here White argues that ‘Jesus must personally 
will as man what he personally wills as God. Only in this way can the singularity and 
unity of Christ’s person be manifest in and through his human actions.’18 To maintain this 
White must carefully distinguish the natures and the mode of its operation: ‘This distinc-
tion safeguards the fact that these operations are both fully human (in their nature) and 
expressive of Jesus’ unique filial personhood (in their mode).’19 The question is one of 
how this one person coordinates personal actions between these two natures. Here White 
asserts, ‘Because they subsist in God the Son, the human will and intellect of Christ are 
necessarily rendered relative to the divine intellect and will as the primary source of their 
personal operation.’20 In this context, ‘the divine agency must always take the initiative 
in the human acts of Christ.’21 He is very clear that the union of the two natures is not 
constituted by the cooperation of the two wills, because this would be a Nestorian option. 
However, what is required is a conformity of the two wills in all Jesus’ human choices so 
that his will is indefectible. ‘If Christ as man were able to make some choices in seeming 
oblivion of his own divine will, it would follow that he would be able to make choices in 
seeming oblivion of his own hypostatic identity.’22

White then uses this argument concerning the indefectibility of the human will of 
Christ to further argue for the necessity of the beatific vision as a permanent constituent 
in the human mind of Jesus: ‘only the immediate knowledge of God in the soul of Christ 
permits him to exert his divine will in a human way through the activities of his human 
consciousness.’ A prophetic or infused knowledge would not be enough, because this 
still only provides knowledge of God through his effects and would not yield knowledge 
of Jesus’ identity as Son. ‘Without the vision, then, the intellect of Christ would not have 
“direct access to God,” but would believe in his divinity and divine will through faith and 
in a free adherence of love.’23

In this case, the prophetic awareness Christ had of his own divinity and will would have to be 
continuously accompanied by an autonomous decision of faith in the human heart of Christ and 
a repeated choice to welcome in trust this revelation from his own divine self. This would 
create, in effect, a kind of psychological autonomy in the man Jesus distinct from the willing of 
his divine subject, resulting in a schism between the two operations of the incarnate Word.24
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This is what White is seeking to avoid, what he calls operations occurring in a ‘parallel 
track’ leading to an ‘operational dualism’ resulting in a ‘semi-Nestorian quality’ to the 
incarnation.25

White goes on to explicate this stance through an analysis of both Christ’s obedience 
and his prayer. He develops an interesting argument for the inner Trinitarian divine 
attributes common to the three persons, that these are equally possessed by each person, 
each possesses these attributes in a unique way; and for the Son this is in a filial mode: 
‘The Son subsists eternally, having in himself the unique divine will. However, he also 
has this divine will in a filial mode’ as received from the Father. The obedience of the 
human Jesus is then reflective of this filial mode in which the Son possesses the divine 
will. ‘Because of the union in the one subsistent person, the created desires, intentions 
and choices of Christ’s human will must express the filial character of the divine will that 
is present in him personally.’ This can only occur because ‘an absolute correspondence 
exists between the human and divine wills of Christ.’26 And again such an absolute cor-
respondence is only possible in light of the beatific vision: ‘it alone permits the Lord as 
man to know immediately his own divine will, being moved by it and cooperating with 
it at each instance.’27 Without it Christ would not have ‘certitude of his own divine will 
received eternally from the Father but would instead reflect an autonomous human desire 
to act in accordance with the unknown operative will of God. … His human operations 
could not be immediately moved by his divine operations.’28 These same observations 
carry over to Christ’s prayer: ‘it is clear that Christ as man could not prayerfully recog-
nize his origin from the Father with evidential certitude without the beatific vision … 
even in praying for those things that his intercession would merit, Christ was acting in 
accordance with the plan he foresaw in light of the Father’s will, a will he shared in his 
divine nature.’29

Drawing to the end of his argument White reminds his readers, ‘Once again, the 
human faculties of Christ are not affected in their natural specification, but only in their 
mode of exercise. They are fully natural but in their concrete exercise they are organized 
from within by a higher spiritual awareness that Christ has of his transcendent identity, 
will and mission.’30 This is a sound reminder that the overarching concern here is fidelity 
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to the teaching of Chalcedon and later councils on the two natures and one person of 
Christ, including two intellects and wills within the two natures.

Concerns and Questions
In his essay responding to suggestions of heresy in his Christology, entitled ‘Christ as 
Subject: A Reply,’ Bernard Lonergan notes that ‘the notion of the subject is difficult, 
recent and primitive.’31 The difficulty arises when one attempts to translate the ontologi-
cal language of person and nature found in the great Church councils into the more per-
sonalist language of subjectivity, consciousness, awareness, and the like. Not only is 
there a confusion of language, especially around the word ‘consciousness’—as Lonergan 
often notes there is a difference between consciousness as self-presence and as self-
knowledge which too easily is blurred32—but also differing accounts of cognition—
again as Lonergan regularly argues, knowing is not by confrontation, but by 
identity33—leading to enormous confusions and imprecisions in theological language. 
Certainly some of these difficulties are present in both White and his interlocutors, with 
terms such as awareness, consciousness, and ‘self-reflexivity’ used without attending to 
their ambiguities. These difficulties have arisen in particular in relation to recent ques-
tions about Christ’s consciousness, where ontological realities collide with psychologi-
cal categories in a variety of helpful and unhelpful ways. For example, White notes 
Weinandy’s objection to the beatific vision as that it ‘seems to suggest that the man Jesus 
knows the divinity as a transcendent object, distinct from himself as subject.’ It then 
‘implicitly imposes upon Christology a duality of personal subjects,’ a human subject 
enjoying divine knowledge and a divine subject.34 Such an objection appears to be based 
on a conception of knowing as confrontation—as in taking a good look—where the 
subject-object split is primary. If however knowing is by identity, this split is not primary 
and Weinandy’s objection is muted. The beatific vision no more creates a duality of sub-
jects in Jesus than my self-knowledge gained through attention to my consciousness 
creates a duality of subjects in myself. Indeed many misconceptions of what the beatific 
vision entails can be put to rest with a proper attention to the cognitional issue involved 
rather than directly theological ones.35 Similarly Galot’s concerns could be mitigated by 
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drawing attention to the ineffable nature of the beatific vision, so that acquired knowl-
edge in Jesus remains essential to his mission, thus avoiding an ‘epistemological mono-
physitism.’36 However, there are some more directly theological issues to address as 
well.

The first is a consideration of theological method. What type of understanding does 
theology seek, necessity or fittingness? White’s aim is to demonstrate the necessity of 
Jesus’ enjoyment of the beatific vision, as a response to the objections of Galot and 
Weinandy. The question is, what sort of necessity is involved? As White notes there is a 
soteriological dimension to his argument which means the realities involved are shot 
through with contingencies: the contingencies of Adam’s fall, of Abrahams’s call, of 
Moses’s response, of Mary’s fiat and so on. As Aquinas notes, the Incarnation itself is not 
necessary, for God could have saved us in many different ways. It is necessary, as he 
says, ‘as a horse is necessary for a long journey,’ convenient and apt, but not completely 
necessary.37 In that case White’s argument for necessity has behind it a string of contin-
gent conditions which render his conclusion perhaps more fitting, appropriate, and apt, 
but not strictly necessary. In dealing with divine mysteries in relation to our salvation, 
sometimes all a theologian can aim for is the fitting rather than the strictly necessary.38 If 
this is the case then Galot’s and Weinandy’s concerns could more directly be assuaged by 
the type of argument given by Aquinas as to the fittingness of the beatific vision: ‘it was 
necessary that the beatific knowledge, which consists in the vision of God, should belong 
to Christ pre-eminently, since the cause ought always to be more efficacious than the 
effect’;39 or alternatively Lonergan’s argument for fittingness based on Jesus’ role as 
revealer: ‘when everyone believes and no-one knows, no one is believing reasonably.’40 
Indeed some of White’s own argument in relation to Jesus not having faith follows 
Lonergan’s line of reasoning.41

Rather than these direct approaches, however, White adds a further complicating fac-
tor in bringing up the issue of Jesus’ freedom, the relationship of his willing to his bea-
tific knowing. This in itself is an interesting and important question and certainly worthy 
of consideration. However in doing so, he brings to the fore the question driving this 
present paper. To what extent does the human Jesus act as a free agent? White seems 
determined to downplay, minimize or even eliminate a sense of genuine autonomy in 
Jesus that could act independently of the divine will. To avoid this possibility there must 
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be ‘an absolute correspondence … between the human and divine wills of Christ.’42 
Otherwise there will be an ‘autonomous human desire’ leading to a ‘parallel track’ 
between the divine and human subject. Christ must always act ‘in accordance with the 
plan he foresaw in light of the Father’s will, a will he shared in his divine nature.’43 
Especially in this last quote, it would appear that there is a divine plan to be followed in 
all its details and specifications, leaving Jesus with no room to be creative or autono-
mous. His freedom appears constrained by a divine blueprint.

There are some problems here with White’s position, I believe. The first is a failure to 
attend to the ontological disparity between the divine will and human will of Jesus. One 
cannot argue that ‘an absolute correspondence exists between the human and divine wills 
of Christ’ any more than one can argue for an absolute correspondence between the 
human and divine intellects of Christ.44 Aquinas is very careful to distinguish between 
the divine knowing of Jesus and his human knowing, even if it is informed by the beatific 
vision, and the same principles apply here. The human will of Jesus remains contingent 
and finite and hence disproportionate to the divine will which is necessary and infinite. 
The divine will is a transcendent cause of the will of Jesus, and so no question of a paral-
lel track arises.

This observation, however, indicates another problem. The problem of the relation-
ship between Jesus’ freedom and the divine will is a specification of the more general 
problem of the relationship between human freedom and the divine will. If the divine 
will is omnipotent and hence efficacious can there be genuine human freedom even in 
us?45 Here it is instructive to consider the way White handles the text of STh III q18, a1, 
ad1 & 2 which he uses as a source for his argument that the ‘divine will … is present in 
[Jesus] personally.’46 In fact in this text Aquinas refers back to the more general question 
as to whether the divine will can move a created will, in STh I q105 a4. There Aquinas is 
at pains to demonstrate that the operation of the divine will does not diminish the genuine 
freedom of the human will, even in its being moved efficaciously by God. In that sense I 
fear that White has over-read the Christological import of Aquinas’s response in STh III 
q18, a1, which is really the application of a more general principle. Aquinas’s argument 
and hence his conclusion is not Christological but metaphysical and hence of general 
anthropological import.

Finally, there are difficulties that can be raised about the nature of Jesus’ beatific 
knowing as it impacts on Jesus’ human will. To speak of Jesus acting in accordance with 
a divine plan he foresees through his beatific knowing requires more unpacking than 
White provides. Jesus’ beatific knowing is strictly ineffable and so requires his acquired 
human knowing be brought to bear in any particular situation. As Aquinas notes, ‘if there 
had been no other knowledge [apart from beatific knowledge] in the soul of Christ, it 
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would have known nothing.’47 As well there are difficulties with the language of a divine 
plan when we are speaking of God as transcendent cause. Whatever it might mean, given 
God’s will is omnipotent and efficacious, speaking of a divine plan does not easily trans-
late into some sort of blueprint to be followed, either by Jesus or by us.

Lonergan on the Freedom of Jesus
To further the discussion it is instructive to consider Lonergan’s response to the same 
question raised by White, in Lonergan’s The Incarnate Word, notably in Thesis 14, 
‘Christ the man enjoyed a free human will and freely accepted his suffering and death.’48 
This presupposes and builds upon his lengthy response in Thesis 12 to the question of 
Jesus’ beatific knowing while directly addressing some of the issues raised by White’s 
argument. Lonergan operates out of the same theological approach as White, one based 
on respect for the magisterium and for the writings of Thomas Aquinas, so it provides an 
interesting point of comparison. Lonergan poses the central problem as one of the com-
patibility of Jesus’ freedom with the divine command of the Father:

Our view is that Christ has a command from the Father so that he might truly obey. There seems 
to be no sense in the opinion which adds that a precept was imposed under pain of sin on him 
who could not sin. We say however that it would not happen that the Son did not obey. But how 
all this can be put together with freedom we state in what follows, placing the root of the 
solution in divine transcendence.49

This solution he describes as ‘a general theorem and quite a complicated one.’50 Of 
course the problem of divine transcendence and its relationship to human freedom was 
the topic of Lonergan’s own doctoral studies, published as Grace and Freedom, in which 
he sought to untangle the long-standing dispute between the Molinists and Banezians.51 
Lonergan proceeds to spell out his solution in summary form:

1. Conditional necessity does not do away with freedom … Socrates, while sitting, 
necessarily sits … although Socrates does sit freely and contingently …
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2. Contingent predications about God lack the correspondence of truth unless an 
appropriate external term is added by way of a consequent condition …

3. It is contingently predicated of God that he knows or wills or effects this or that 
particular, free, created act.

4. When is it true that God knows or wills or effects this free and created act, an 
appropriate external term is required in order to have the correspondence of truth.

5. This appropriate term is nothing other than the free act itself.52

As with Aquinas, Lonergan wants to place his discussion about the freedom of Jesus 
within the larger context of divine transcendence and human freedom in general. In 
doing so Lonergan recognizes that ‘the priority of divine causality is absolute. For divine 
knowledge or divine willing or divine action is not at all dependent upon its effect; and 
the effect is totally dependent on divine knowledge, willing, and action.’53 However, this 
dependence on the divine does not diminish or eliminate human freedom, because ‘God 
is such that with equal infallibility, equal efficacy, and equal irresistibility he knows or 
wills or effects the necessary, the contingent, or the free.’54 Thus if God wills that the 
human act of willing is free, then necessarily it is free.

Lonergan applies this theorem of divine transcendence to the particular case of Jesus, 
where the one subject is subject of two distinct wills. How is the human will of Jesus free 
when ‘the divine will of Christ had already willed from eternity that his human will 
should will whatever it willed; nor could it will anything else’? He responds:

The objection would be valid if neither of Christ’s wills had been divine. But in fact one of them 
was and is divine; and since this will enjoys the property of divine transcendence, no 
contradiction between the complete dominion of the divine will and the prefect freedom of the 
human will can occur.55

This same principle is applied in relation to Jesus’ beatific knowledge of his own future 
acts. Because this knowledge is a share in the divine knowing, it knows as the divine 
knowing knows; since this knowing is not incompatible with human freedom, neither is 
Jesus’ knowing of his future acts incompatible. Does this take away from Jesus’ free-
dom? Here Lonergan applies an analogy from everyday life. I know with near certainty 
that I will have breakfast tomorrow morning, but this knowledge does not take away 
from the freedom of the act itself.

Finally, Lonergan focuses on the question close to that raised by White, the relation-
ship between the divine command and Jesus’ freedom in enacting that command. 
Lonergan argues that knowledge of that command can be had in two ways ‘(1) as com-
pletely determinate or (2) as more or less determinate.’ The first requires that the ‘act of 
Christ the man … is determined in every concrete and individual detail’ while the second 
allows for some latitude, so that ‘the same command would be carried out today or 
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tomorrow or in a year’s time, under these or those conditions.’56 The second, which may 
arise in relation to some prophecy, either in the Old or New Testament, certainly gives 
Christ freedom to choose the means by which the end can be achieved and thus allows a 
genuine human creativity on his part. The first is more complex to analyze and gets to the 
heart of the difficulty and its resolution.

The Father’s command is a contingent reality, as it concerns the created order. As such 
it requires an appropriate external term for the correspondence of truth. If this term is 
located in the acts of Christ ‘then there is indeed a completely determined command … 
[however] the truth that the Father so commands is not prior to the truth that Christ the 
man obeys the commands of the Father. But where truths are simultaneous, neither of 
them necessitates the other except with conditioned necessity.’57 The Father’s command 
is timelessly eternal, but it is manifest in space and time in the actions of Jesus, who acts 
with complete human freedom. The truth of the command is identical with the actions 
themselves. This effectively eliminates any suggestion of a divine blueprint to be fol-
lowed. Christ follows the divine will not because there is some prior plan that necessi-
tates his action, but because what he does is the divine command. If Socrates is sitting 
then necessarily he is sitting, but he is not sitting necessarily.

To put this rather difficult and abstruse analysis into a Scriptural context, Lonergan 
considers the text of Matthew 26:53, where Jesus speaks of bringing down 12 legions of 
angels to prevent his being taken to his execution:

At that time, then, he could have averted his imminent suffering and death. He could have done 
so, although he could not sin. He could have done so although he could not disobey. But he could 
not have done so, if there had existed a completely determinate command. If it did not exist at 
that time, when did a completely determinate command exist, prior to Christ’s particular free 
choice?58

There are two options: either the command is not determinate, in which case Christ is 
free to decide how to fulfil it; or the command is determinate only in Christ’s particular 
free choice. In neither case can we speak of some sort of pre-determined blueprint that 
Christ must follow. Jesus remains free to make decisions, creatively and autonomously, 
with the same freedom with which we are all endowed. I am sure this is a conclusion 
White would not want to deny, but it seemed to me in danger of being lost in his concern 
to avoid what he calls ‘parallel tracks.’59

It is important here to recall Lonergan’s method in relation to the question he is 
addressing. He is not primarily seeking a positive understanding, but rather to eliminate 
errors.60 The error here is a position which would diminish or remove any genuine human 
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freedom in the human existence of Christ. This is a genuine human freedom, not one of 
an automaton or of merely following orders from above. How we can formulate a posi-
tive account of this is not something he enters into and remains difficult at the psycho-
logical level, while remaining certain at an ontological level.

Finally, in his discussion of Christ’s freedom and human freedom in general Lonergan 
raises the ultimate objection. He has treated Christ’s freedom as a special case of the 
relationship between human freedom and divine transcendence. He then notes the objec-
tion, ‘if what God infallibly knows, efficaciously wills, and irresistibly does happens 
necessarily, then God is the author of sin.’61 This takes us back into the heart of the 
Molinist and Banezian debate, especially their respective handlings of the problem of 
evil, and Lonergan rightly refers his student readers back to his doctoral work, published 
in Theological Studies. There Lonergan spells out the position of Aquinas (and himself) 
that sin is radically unintelligible and hence has no cause: ‘the metaphysical surd of sin 
cannot be related explanatorily or causally with the integers that are objective truth; for 
sin is really irrational, a departure at once from the ordinance of the divine mind and 
from the dictate of right reason.’62 Sin then has no cause and a fortiori no cause in God; 
it is a privation.

Conclusion
While the theological argument is difficult and technical, the underlying issues are 
significant. If we accept Lonergan’s account, particularly in relation to Jesus’ death, 
it places the passion narratives in a different light. Jesus chose the timing and context 
of his death. It could have been otherwise, at a different time, in a different manner, 
yet still be part of the divine plan. Two possibilities open up from this. The first is that 
Jesus acted with an autonomous freedom, creatively and perhaps we can say even 
artistically, in enacting his divine mission, even to the point of his death. We can then 
rightly ask why he chose as he did choose, not to find necessary answers, but to find 
intelligent and nonetheless satisfying answers.63 These answers will be ‘fitting’ and 
enriching to both theology and spirituality. The second is that if there is no divine 
blueprint operating in the case of Jesus, then a fortiori, the same is true for us. Doing 
the divine will is not a matter of following a predetermined blueprint, but of a con-
stant effort at authenticity—religiously, morally, and intellectually. It requires con-
stant fidelity to a life of prayer, commitment to moral integrity, and creative intellectual 
engagement to find realistic and achievable courses of action in a world torn between 
progress and decline and in need of that redemptive love which alone can turn around 
our human plight.
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